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    Author’s Note: 
 
    This book – this series – is rooted heavily in a combination of English, Norse, Swedish, and Danish history and mythology. Names and myths and bits of language have been borrowed liberally – though all are used fictitiously. It’s all just for fun! For historically-accurate fantasy fiction (and vampires), please refer to my Sons of Rome series.  
 
      
 
    But here…there be dragons.  
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    It so happened that Oliver’s father was a profligate, a playboy, and an exceptional warrior. He was also not at all married to Oliver’s mother, a washerwoman, who died when Oliver was only six.  
 
    His father was the younger brother to the Lord of Drakewell, the duchy named thus for the duck population who’d made the quiet, bounteous region home. Oliver inherited his red-gold curls, and, some told him, his smile, but none of his titles. Those all passed back to his father’s older brother, the honorable William, and his wife, and his children, upon his death, about which Oliver learned on a sunny, early autumn day nearly eight months into the war.  
 
    Uncle William’s wife – now widow – bowed her head a moment, hand curling tight on the parchment the runner had just brought. Lady Katherine was a stern and forbidding woman; never outright cruel to Oliver, but she’d never doted on him, as a bastard, either. He admired her; the solid steel of her. He watched her sink down in her chair, now, and he knew a kind of fear he’d never felt before. 
 
    He stepped forward. “My lady?” 
 
    She drew in a ragged breath, and peered up at him through gapped fingers. Swallowed with an audible click. “My husband…William…is dead. On the front. Killed by…by an enemy arrow. And John…” 
 
    His mind filled with images of his cousin, the heir of Drakewell, tall, and strong, and humble, for all that he was a lordling, solid rather than handsome, steady and always ready to clasp Oliver by the shoulder and assure him that, bastard or no, he was family.  
 
    His throat ached, suddenly; his lungs tightened. “My lady?” 
 
    “Dead,” she choked out, her face to the floor. A tear dripped off her nose. “As is Alfred – your father.” She lifted her head, and though tears coursed silently down her cheeks, her gaze was steady – and terrified. “We are doomed.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    No male heirs of Drakewell remained: a situation none had thought to find at the start of the war. It had seemed so distant. A foreigner had killed the crown prince, and the lords of the South had rallied, as was their duty. Oliver’s father and uncle had surely never thought to lose their lives. Nor that of John, the sole heir.  
 
    Oliver, as a bastard, couldn’t inherit. But he could help his aunt, amidst the chaos, and he sought to.  
 
    The war had reached a ceasefire, one that no one thought would last. The enemy was gloating over the slaying of so many lords. It gave them time – but not much.  
 
    “The girls will have to marry,” Lady Katherine said, her eyes and nose red, her tone firm, as she sorted through a mountain of correspondence. She turned an imploring gaze on Oliver. “It’s our only hope. If the girls make smart matches with powerful lords, then we might preserve Drakewell.” 
 
    Oliver thought of his young cousins, the ladies Amelia and Tessa, and he didn’t envy them. 
 
    “The Lord of Hope Hall…” he started. 
 
    Lady Katherine shook her head. “No. They refused the initial call to arms. We must look beyond the kingdom – we must look to the most martial of our neighbors.” 
 
    Oliver froze, hands crimping the parchments he held. “The kingdom isn’t exactly friendly with its neighbors. Not since the war started.” 
 
    “And whose fault is that?” she huffed. “The king’s. That’s whose. They’ll join if they have an interest. They’re only waiting for a chance.” 
 
    He swallowed with difficulty. “Who are you thinking of, my lady?” 
 
    “The king of Aeretoll is still unwed.” 
 
    Oliver gasped. “The Great Northern Phalanx.” 
 
    She nodded. “One of the girls must marry him. And, with his army, maybe we can finally end this blasted war.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Thus Oliver, bastard son of Alfred, The late Lord-Heir of Drakewell, set out for the Great Northern Waste, as chaperone to his cousin Tessa, not knowing just how both their lives would change.  
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    “What’s the delay?” Oliver demanded. So far, his official tone hadn’t garnered one ounce of respect on this journey, and he couldn’t decide if it was because he was a bastard, or because, given the war, no one cared about anyone’s breeding anymore.  
 
    “It’s the ice floes,” one of the boatmen said, and spat over the side. “They make it tough going.” 
 
    They’d set sail out of Blue Harbor, to begin, and sailing had been steady up the coast. But when they hit the northern climes, their captain had put ashore, and they’d been forced to book passage on a sequence of shallow barges, steered by long poles the boatmen plunged into the icy waters. The coast of Aeretoll, it seemed, was a kind of cold-water swamp, its reeds coated in a thick sheen of ice, its inlets and bays numerous, irregular, and non-navigable for anyone not born to them. 
 
    As he watched, two boatmen sank their poles at the edges of thick, white ice chunks that bobbed and slapped at the sides of the boat. 
 
    He nodded acknowledgment and went to find Tessa.  
 
    His cousin, only sixteen, stood at the rail near the bow, staring out across the frosted ice of the North Sea, her hands clenched tight together, the breeze blowing her auburn hair out behind her like silken banners.  
 
    He paused a moment, to feel regret for her. Regret that she was young, and beautiful, and highborn, and about to marry for a military alliance.  
 
    He moved to settle beside her, forearms braced on the rail. “Doing all right?” 
 
    She gathered a breath, first, before she blinked and turned to him, and scraped up a smile. “Yes. I’m fine.” Her chin trembled, and her eyes were red-rimmed, but she held herself up bravely.  
 
    For all that his cousin John had loved him and made him feel like a welcome addition to the family, Oliver had always felt, in some ways, closer to the girls. Trueborn though they were, they lived and prospered at the discretion of their trueborn male relations. Her father and brother were dead, but Tessa couldn’t stay to comfort her mother; couldn’t take possession of Drakewell as its lady. Instead, she was being dragged across the kingdom to marry a king with a forbidding reputation, and a ferocious army at his back. At sixteen, she should have been mooning over soft lordlings who’d written her poems and offered her posies, not offering her trembling hand to a warlord more than twice her age. 
 
    It was monstrously unfair. 
 
    So were most things, in Oliver’s experience.  
 
    He reached to pluck the hood of her new fur-lined cloak up over her head, covering her wind-chapped ears, and smiled back, feeling sure his own smile was as wobbly as hers. “It won’t be much longer now,” he said, for whatever consolation that was worth. “And the palace at Aeres is said to be impossibly warm. They have great fireplaces, and underground hot springs. The kitchens and storerooms are built into natural caves that – what?” 
 
    She laughed, a sad, bubbling thing, but he was glad to hear it – the first time she’d laughed since they set out from home. “You’ve been researching again, haven’t you?” she asked. 
 
    “Again?” he huffed. “As if I ever stopped.” 
 
    She laughed again, and shook her head – though it didn’t come across as cruel. Oliver’s father – it was hard to think of him as anything but Alfred; father had so rarely crossed Oliver’s lips – had despaired of his only son’s bookishness. “You can’t inherit, but you could at least make a name for yourself on the battlefield!” But Oliver had loved books more than swords. His mother hadn’t been literate, what little of her he remembered, but she’d loved stories; would spin him yarns while she worked, as he sat on the floor at her feet, hanging in raptures from her every word. She’d done voices for all the characters, and pantomimed the more frightening bits. Oliver loved hearing and reading about brave derring-dos…but participating had always turned him clammy and sick (often literally).  
 
    “I wanted to know what to expect of our new home,” he said. 
 
    She glanced out across the water. “You mean my new home. You’ll be going home to help Mother, once I’m settled.” Her voice shivered in a way that he knew had nothing to do with the cold.  
 
    “Tessa–” 
 
    “It’s fine. I’m fine.” She offered another smile, this one tight and strained. “I know my duty, and I shall do it gladly.” 
 
    He stepped closer, so that their shoulders were pressed together, and together they watched the ice floes slip past.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    For all her strengths, Lady Katherine did not have the most…subtle way with the written word. She had signed her name with a flourish at the bottom of the page, and pressed her signet ring to the wax seal, but it was Oliver who’d written to King Erik of Aeretoll. He’d approached the correspondence with delicacy, and tact, sure to begin with great praise for Aeretoll and its reputation. He’d spoken then in – perhaps too lavish – detail about Drakewell; about its people, and its farms, its trade, its agricultural bounty. Drakewell was a duchy of fields, and fells; of rolling hills, and bumper crops; of sleek horses, and fat pigs, and cows that came lowing every evening, bells chiming across the pastures, audible on a clear spring night even from the ramparts of Drake Hold. He wrote about the ducks, just a little, because he had to; the constant Vs flapping noisily overhead, off for a fresh pond that gleamed like glass.  
 
    Perhaps, if he could write the letter again, he would tone it down a bit. 
 
    But. From the pastoral beauty of Drakewell, he’d moved on to talk gently of an old alliance, a meeting long past, between his own grandfather and King Erik’s father. And then, years later, between a young King Erik and Oliver’s Uncle William. No treaties had been signed, but an understanding had been reached, hands clasped in friendship over a brazier in a tent, while snow fell in silent profusion outside. He spoke of the war that was on now, the uncertain stalemate. Of advantages, opportunities for trade.  
 
    Spoke lastly of his cousin Tessa’s gentle nature and rosy beauty. Of her readiness and willingness to pledge herself to a strong husband.  
 
    It took up three pages, all told. 
 
    The reply, which had come several weeks later, had said only: 
 
    Come and bring the girl. We shall talk.  
 
    Oliver had no idea what sort of welcome awaited them, as the barge pushed into the crowded harbor, and drew slowly in to dock.  
 
    Despite the hard chill and the ice on the water, the snow on the banks turned to sticky mud along the footpaths, the harbor bustled. Sailors called to dockhands; great booms lowered nets full of crates down onto ice-slick boards. In the cacophony, Oliver caught bits of song, angry curses, friendly ribbing, and hearty laughter. He recognized flags and sail shapes from all over the South, even, he noted with a lurch, the star-emblazoned banners of the King of Aquitania, his king, technically. One with no heir, and losing ground in every way that mattered to the Sels from the west.  
 
    The air smelled of frost, and fish, and the deep breaths he took of it did nothing to quell his nerves.  
 
    Tessa wasn’t doing much better, he didn’t think, judging by her wan complexion and the way she held a gloved hand to her throat, as if she was choking.  
 
    The bargemen threw out ropes. “This is where you get off, your lordship,” one of them called.  
 
    “Yes, yes, we’re coming.” He took his cousin’s elbow. “Are you all right?” 
 
    She shook her head, and swallowed with difficulty. Forced a smile. “There’s nothing for it, is there?” 
 
    “No, darling.” He smiled back, and hoped she could take at least some measure of comfort from it. “There’s not.” 
 
    She looped her arm through his, and together they walked up to the makeshift gangplank the crew had fashioned of a few loose boards. They were slick and shiny with ice, as was the dock beyond, but the porters who’d come to collect their trunks didn’t seem to be troubled by this – probably thanks to the metal cleats Oliver glimpsed strapped over their boots.  
 
    He and Tessa, though, despite the heavy wool and fur cloaks they’d purchased before their trip, wore boots with soft, leather soles. Please don’t let us fall, he prayed, and took the first step.  
 
    He managed all five steps across the plank, Tessa clutching at him the whole time. Then they hit the dock, and a patch of invisible ice, and Oliver’s right foot slipped out from under him.  
 
    “Oh, bollocks–”  
 
    A hand grabbed his free arm. A large hand – a strong one. Somehow, miraculously, he didn’t fall and drag his poor cousin down with him. He was picked up, and set back on his feet, and a deep voice with an unfamiliar accent said, “You all right there, lad?” 
 
    He glanced up, startled, a little afraid, he could admit, and laid eyes on the largest man he’d ever seen. Tall, and broad-shouldered, and draped in layers of fur that made him look more bear than man, his hair a long, wild tangle, save for where it was braided down the sides, and, at his temples, shaved in long, thin lines.  
 
    “Shit,” Oliver said, before he could think better of it. 
 
    The man grinned, revealing one gold canine tooth. “Well. There’s a welcome.” 
 
    “Oh, no, no, I didn’t–” 
 
    “Are you from Drakewell? The Drakes?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “I am Tessa Drake,” Tessa said. “Lord William’s daughter. And this is my cousin, Oliver.” 
 
    Other long-haired, fur-clad men waited behind the giant holding Oliver, he saw. All with braids, and beards, and heavy, embroidered cloaks. All of them watching with amusement – as the big man himself turned an appraising eye on Tessa.  
 
    His grin widened. “Aye. You’ll do nicely, lassie.” 
 
    Oliver spluttered, and managed to brace his feet and jerk his arm free. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    The man laughed, and his hand finally withdrew. “Oh, you’re polite.” He laughed again. “See how far that gets you.” He stepped back, before Oliver could offer another protest. “Welcome to Aeretoll, my lord, my lady. This is the home of King Erik. He has sent us to retrieve you.”   
 
      
 
    3 
 
      
 
    The man-who-looked-like-a-bear introduced himself as Bjorn, which was fitting. He explained, in quite cheerful tones, one massive hand still at Oliver’s elbow to keep him from almost falling again, that he was a childhood friend of the king’s, and now the captain of his guard, a contingent of which he’d brought along with him to the docks to greet them. They escorted Oliver and Tessa to a series of reindeer-drawn sleighs.  
 
    “Oh,” Tessa breathed, when she saw the deer, with their velvet antlers, and their red-dyed harnesses, stamping in the snow. “Aren’t they lovely?” 
 
    Oliver hoped they could carry them swiftly to somewhere warmer.  
 
    Bjorn climbed in with them, all but crowding Tessa into Oliver’s lap, and took up the reins. “It’s only a short trip, don’t you Southerners worry,” he said, laughing.  
 
    The lead sleigh took off, and theirs lurched forward in its wake, and then it was a cold, stinging wind against their faces as they traversed a white landscape. Through the bustle of Aeres proper, past shops, and market stalls, and houses, from whose yards fur-wrapped citizens lifted hands in greeting toward the sleigh caravan. Bjorn shouted back greetings, his laughter booming off the house fronts.  
 
    Humanity thinned; gave way to a vast, snow-covered landscape of rolling, low hills. The bells on the reindeer harnesses jingled softly; the traces creaked. They passed frozen streams that gleamed in the dull sunlight like satin ribbons.  
 
    Despite the cold, and his nerves, Oliver found himself sitting forward, the lap blanket hastily thrown across him slipping down, as he admired the crystal-wrapped trees and the white mist rising off the glittering lakes.  
 
    It was…beautiful. Like a painting.  
 
    “Gods,” Oliver murmured, staring at twisted black branches stamped against a white-mist sky.  
 
    “Aye,” Bjorn said, chuckling. “That’s nothing, though.” 
 
    “What do you…” Oliver began, and then he saw it, rearing up through the mist. 
 
    The palace.  
 
    Drake Hall, back home, was low, built of yellow stone, with plentiful mullioned windows that gleamed in the ready sunlight. It was a lord’s home, rather than a king’s, a suitable manor house with two dining rooms, plenty of bedchambers, and attic space for the servants. He’d liked to spend summer afternoons on the flat rooftops, leaning against the parapets, the breeze in his face, looking out across the rolling pastureland. It was grand, although he’d seen far grander in his books, his very many books.  
 
    This, though…the Palace of Aeres… 
 
    Despite a backdrop of snow-capped peaks, it stood on its own majesty: a colony of up-thrust round towers leaking steam against the sky, their windows small and leaded and shuttered. Gray building stone against the natural gray stone of the hills, it was hard to see where man-made edifice gave way to the rock outcroppings that must surely house the cellars, and kitchens, and hot springs.  
 
    A high, stone wall encircled all of it, its drawbridge lifted, its moat frothing in the breeze where it wasn’t a flat plane of ice. The portcullis was down, formidable, dark iron.  
 
    This was a castle. A place from which to repel a siege.  
 
    Oliver swallowed with difficulty.  
 
    “Aye, it’s rather grand, isn’t it?” Bjorn said. He clucked and slapped the reins, and the sleigh surged forward.  
 
    A yell startled Oliver – and Tessa, too, if the way she gripped his arm was anything to go by. He glanced over to see a rider coming up on their right: a fur-wrapped man astride a horse that high-stepped through the snow. His hand lifted, and Oliver nearly waved back, stupidly, before Bjorn shouted laughter and called, “Don’t lame your horse, you idiot!” 
 
    “He can’t,” a voice called from the left, and Oliver turned to find another rider, astride a stout bay, one hand held loosely on the reins, the other lifted in greeting. A steady seat; a glimpse of blond hair, and a beard, and bright blue eyes. “He’d have to go faster than a trot for that.” 
 
    Bjorn laughed again, and the two riders surged forward, cantering ahead, toward the gate; they passed the train of sleighs and drew together in front of the first, leading the way. The portcullis went up before them, and the drawbridge came down, soon enough that their caravan didn’t have to slow.  
 
    “The crown princes,” Bjorn explained. “Leif and Rune.” 
 
    The names reminded Oliver of his research. “The king’s nephews?” 
 
    “Aye, from his sister. His heirs.” 
 
    His heirs for now, Oliver thought. If the marriage happened, and Tessa proved fertile… 
 
    He recoiled mentally at the idea, thrusting his poor cousin into the role of unwilling mother like that.  
 
    The caravan jingled to a halt in the middle of a bailey of tall, hard stone walls, flickering braziers, snow, and small, wood-tiled outbuildings.  
 
    Bjorn climbed out, graceful for all his bulk, and reached in to lift Tessa out with both hands at her waist, handling her as if she weighed nothing – which, to him, she must.  
 
    “Oh!” Tessa’s hands fluttered a moment, but then she was on the ground, and safe, and Oliver was hurrying out of the sleigh to double check.  
 
    Bjorn swept his arm out in a grand gesture toward the crenelated towers and wall-walks encircling them. “Welcome to the Palace of Aeres. Pretty remarkable, eh?” 
 
    Oliver said, “That’s one word for it.” He spotted at least six guard towers, snow clinging to the arrow slits, and didn’t doubt there were unseen murder holes up there, too. Guards in thick furs and gleaming steel helmets walked there, pikes on their shoulders. For a place that lay beneath a blanket of quieting snow, it seemed no measure of defense had been spared.  
 
    The arched stone mouth of a stable offered lamplight, and cozy hay smells; a contingent of grooms came out for the reindeer, and for the princes’ horses. The heirs had dismounted, handed off their mounts, and joined them.  
 
    Both princes wore leather under heavy, fur-mantled cloaks; fur wrapped their boots, and trimmed their hoods; both wore blades at their hips, and the dark-haired, younger one carried a bow and quiver on his back, but neither exuded Bjorn’s ursine wildness.  
 
    “Prince Leif,” Bjorn introduced. “And Prince Rune. These are our Southern guests.” 
 
    Leif was the older by a few years, Oliver knew; tall, and strong-looking, with a blade for a nose – but a quiet, friendly softness to his smile. He wore his beard short, and his blond hair in a sequence of small, elaborate braids that he’d tucked behind his ears, the rest hanging loose down his back. Blue eyes. Pretty, Oliver thought.  
 
    His brother, Rune, wore his brown-black hair in a hasty knot, windswept from riding, one unraveling braid hanging down in front of his ear, its end adorned with silver beads. His beard was short, just a dusting of stubble, really, and his smile was boyish, betraying just how young he was beneath all that fur and leather – and, yes, a bit of mail, too. Gods, were they expecting an invasion at any moment?  
 
    Belatedly, Oliver remembered his manners. “This is the Lady Tessa.” He hooked his arm through hers in a show of support. “I’m her cousin, Oliver.” 
 
    Rune’s brows shot up. “The bastard? The one who didn’t want to go to war?” 
 
    His brother elbowed him in the ribs. “What did I say about that?” he asked from the corner of his mouth. To Oliver: “Ignore him. Mum dropped him on his head as a baby.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “Lord Alfred’s son, right?” Leif asked.  
 
    “Um.” Oliver had faced any number of insults about his bastardy from courtiers of both sexes; snide comments and veiled looks. But though the word would always carry a sting, Rune hadn’t sounded rude – and now his face had fallen, his dark eyes guileless and defensive.  
 
    “I didn’t mean anything by it,” he said, half to his brother and half to Oliver. He mumbled, “Sorry, my lord.” 
 
    Oliver took a breath. He’d expected savagery in this strange land, and doubtless it was here, but so far there was nothing coy and cutting in evidence – an unexpected, but refreshing change from home. “No, no, not a lord. I am a bastard. But,” he added, feeling his face heat, “I was ill when the war started, and then encouraged not to come to the front.” 
 
    Rune’s nose wrinkled. “Really?” 
 
    “Rune,” his brother hissed, “stop asking awkward questions.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. I’m not exactly a soldier,” Oliver said, lifting his arm in helpless invitation for them to examine his absolute lack of a soldier’s physique.  
 
    “So?” Rune said, shrugging. “You could learn.” 
 
    Leif stepped on his foot. 
 
    “Ow!” 
 
    Then he bowed to Tessa, the beads in his hair clicking together as it fell in gold waves over his shoulder. “My lady.” 
 
    Oliver bit back the sudden urge to smile, thoroughly charmed by this point, even more so when Rune gave his brother a rude shove in the shoulder that didn’t manage to disturb Leif’s very respectful bow. 
 
    They were cute.  
 
    Gorgeous and gallant, even.  
 
    “Oh,” Tessa said, with a little sucked-in breath. “Oh, um, hello.” Her cheeks were pink, and Oliver didn’t think it was only from the cold.  
 
    When Leif offered his palm – calluses from hunting, and hard work, flash of silver rings, just visible with his fingerless gloves – she set hers delicately, trembling, into it, and he bent to kiss the back of it.  
 
    Tessa’s flush deepened. 
 
    Leif’s mouth curved in a small, pleased smile. 
 
    For Tessa’s sake, Oliver hoped the boys’ uncle was equally handsome and charming.  
 
    “All right, all right, you sheep heads,” Bjorn said. “We’re going in. Lead the way.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Open stone archways led onto what Oliver realized was a flagstone-floored gallery that overlooked what must have been a garden in warm months. A sequence of heavy oak doors and stone hallways fed, eventually, into a vast stone chamber with soaring, timbered ceilings, and three fireplaces, all of them tall enough to walk inside, all of them roaring. Oliver’s cloak was immediately too warm; walking ahead of them, snow was melting on Leif and Rune’s shoulders.  
 
    They were in a great hall, Oliver noticed, as Tessa’s hand tightened on his arm, one filled with people, and very large, shaggy dogs lounging across the flags, and one dominated at one end by a dais, and a massive banner hanging on the wall behind it. The banner was crimson edged with blue, and in its center, a reindeer with massive antlers picked out in white thread.  
 
    Then Oliver laid eyes on the figure seated just below the banner, and everything else faded to a dull roar and a blur of color.  
 
    At a distance, Oliver caught only the fact that the man had Leif’s nose – or Leif had his – and Rune’s dark hair, in loose waves on his shoulders, shot through with lines of silver. Broad shoulders, large hands on the arms of the chair, rings glinting in the firelight, and in his hair – more beads, like the princes.  
 
    A strong man, a man like a lounging predator, his faint scowl exuding threat and impatience.  
 
    An unapproachable man.  
 
    A massive hand landed on Oliver’s shoulder, and Bjorn said, “Aye, there’s Erik.” 
 
    “I figured,” Oliver said.  
 
    Bjorn steered them in closer.  
 
    The king, it appeared, was listening to petitions.  
 
    Fashions were different in this part of the world, but Oliver knew a farmer when he saw one: the man stood with a woolen cap in his hands, his weathered face tipped up in entreaty. “You see, your majesty, it’s the glass in my hothouses. It’s all been shattered.” 
 
    “By the cold?” King Erik asked. His voice was low, and deep, and rusted at the edges.  
 
    “No, your majesty. It was – it was sabotage!”  
 
    The king rested an elbow on the arm of his throne, and his chin on his raised fist. His beard was dark, and kept close. It still offered a glimpse of the hard line of his jaw. “An assumption?” 
 
    “I found rocks, your majesty, and not decorative ones, neither.” 
 
    “Hmm.” The king stroked his own chin in contemplation – and then his gaze lifted over the farmer’s head and settled on Oliver and his cousin and his escort, for one piercing second. Then away again. “Bjorn!” 
 
    Bjorn stepped past them. “Aye?” 
 
    “Send someone to have a look round Gorm’s farm. I want to know if someone’s breaking hothouse glass on purpose.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    The farmer – Gorm – bowed, murmured his thanks, and left the hall.  
 
    Which put them next in line.  
 
    Bjorn fired off a command to one of the men lounging against the wall – who nodded and left – then his hand was back on Oliver’s shoulder, pushing him forward again.  
 
    Right to the base of the dais, close enough to see that King Erik’s eyes were blue, but nothing at all like’s Leif’s, with their warm, quiet amusement. The king’s were hard, and flat, and unreadable – the nearest emotion seemed to be disdain.  
 
    Oliver gulped, quite against his will.  
 
    “These are the Southerners?” the king asked. 
 
    “Aye,” Bjorn said, and shook Oliver. He felt like a puppy in a giant’s grip. “Cousins! Lord Oliver and Lady Tessa.” Oliver was tired of correcting him, at this point. Bjorn laughed. “Say hello to your bride, Erik!” 
 
    Echoing laughter rippled through the crowd of bystanders, and Oliver bristled on his cousin’s behalf.  
 
    But Erik lifted a ringed hand and the laughter cut off suddenly, and completely. He stared at them – Oliver struggled to keep his shoulders back, and his spine rigid beneath the cold, judgmental weight of that stare – and then finally curled a single finger and said, “Approach.” 
 
    The princes stepped apart, their gazes watchful, and Oliver wasn’t going to let Tessa – now trembling – approach on her own. He covered her hand with his own where it rested on his arm, and they walked forward – up the three steps to the dais itself when that finger crooked again.  
 
    “Your majesty.” 
 
    “Your majesty,” Tessa echoed, softly, and executed a perfect, one-handed curtsy, though she shivered all over with nerves.  
 
    The king studied them each in turn, cold blue eyes moving impersonally over them, head to toe. When it was his turn, Oliver felt sure Erik could see how nervous he was – how afraid.  
 
    Watery sunlight pierced a high window, a single, white shaft that caught the silver of the heavy ring on the king’s first finger: it was shaped like a stag’s head, antlers and all, Oliver noted.  
 
    Finally, King Erik nodded. “Yes, fine. You’ll suit.” 
 
    “Beg pardon?” Oliver asked, as Tessa’s hand closed vice-tight below his elbow.  
 
    Erik met his gaze, finally, managing to be both disinterested, and piercing. “She’ll do. We can draw up the contract after supper.” 
 
    “Contract – your majesty,” Oliver said, trying to keep the desperation from his voice. “I’d thought you might like to get to know Tessa a little, before you agreed to marry her.” The king was certainly as handsome – gorgeous, his brain supplied, unhelpfully – as his nephews, but lacked all their charm.  
 
    Erik tipped his head back a fraction, so he managed to look down his nose at Oliver, despite being the one seated. He snorted. “I won’t be marrying her, Mr. Meacham.” 
 
    “But…the letter…” Oh, Gods, had there been some horrible miscommunication? Did Erik not know?  
 
    Another snort, this one accompanied by the faintest ghost of a mocking smile. “Do I look like I’m in want of a teenage virgin bride? No. She’ll be marrying my nephew.” 
 
    The statement should have been a relief – Tessa certainly relaxed with a sudden exhale – but it was said like a threat, and Oliver could sense nothing like a welcome.  
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    “But I didn’t want to marry the king,” Tessa insisted a half-hour later, once they’d been shown to adjoining rooms and left to unpack. “I will do it, surely, if I must, and gladly, for my family, but I’d much prefer – if I’m to be married off at all – Prince Leif to his uncle. King Erik is…frightening.” 
 
    For his own part, Oliver would have said intimidating, but that was after pushing down the wild urge to curl up in a ball and protect all his most vulnerable areas. Even seated, and draped in furs, it had been obvious that King Erik was a physically powerful man, younger than he’d expected, despite those distinguishing silver threads in his hair – they matched the beads woven into his braids… 
 
    Off topic.  
 
    Irrelevant.  
 
    “Be that as it may,” he said with a sigh, “I wrote asking if he was interested in marrying you. And he gave no indication that he wasn’t agreeable to that – or of anything, really,” he said, sourly, and dropped down to sit on the window ledge, which was padded with hide-wrapped pillows and a heap of furs – fur was a bit of a theme here, it appeared.  
 
    Tessa shook out a dress and made a face at it – it was all soft, thin silks unsuited to this climate. “I don’t want to marry someone who doesn’t like me.” 
 
    “He can’t dislike you, he doesn’t even know you. I need to at least have a conversation with the man.” 
 
    Tessa shot him a look.  
 
    “Tess.” He gentled his tone. “This is meant to be an alliance.” 
 
    “And it still will be.” Politely insistent, but with a hint of steel edging her voice. For all her sweetness, she was her mother’s daughter.  
 
    “At any moment now,” he said, patiently, “the ceasefire will end. It’s a matter of when, not if. When it does, it’ll be advantageous for you to be queen.” 
 
    “I would be queen eventually, once Leif became king.” 
 
    He offered a smile, and knew it was pathetic. “Will King Erik march forth to save his nephew’s wife’s family estate?” 
 
    Her brow furrowed.  
 
    “A man will go to war for his mate. But maybe not for a new niece by marriage.” 
 
    Her frown deepened. “I hate it when you make sense.” 
 
    “So do I.” He turned toward the window, and peered through the leaded glass at the kingdom that sprawled beyond – what he could see of it.  
 
    Their rooms were on the third floor, along a straight stretch of wall, with windows that overlooked the snow-covered plains they’d cut across on their way from the harbor. The land sloped, faintly, and through a haze of mist, he could just make out the half-moon gleam of the harbor, and houses like little snow-capped building blocks. He saw a trio of riders coming up the road, and off toward the west, lines that he finally realized were fences mostly buried by snow drifts. A few stone walls. And the rumpled-quilt shadows of the foothills, folded together at the bases of the high peaks, wreathed by fog.  
 
    The scuff of slippers on carpet heralded Tessa’s arrival as she joined him. “It’s beautiful, in its own way,” she said, softly, her breath fogging the glass above his head.  
 
    “Hm,” he hummed. “I miss the green.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Because Oliver had done his research ahead of time, he’d know that the Palace of Aeres would be warm and livable, and hadn’t expected goat-herding tents and shoes made of wood, but he still found himself surprised by the comfort of the place. Roaring fires beat back the chill in their rooms, and the stone floors were covered with thick, woolen carpets in swirling creams, reds, and blues – house colors, he’d realized, judging by the banner in the great hall. The bedframes were wood – heavy, dark wood carved with strong, geometric lines, runes etched into the headboards; feather mattresses and pillows piled with wool blankets and furs. His room also boasted a pair of wood chairs by the fire, a chest at the foot of the bed, and a table for the ewer, basin, and toweling. There was no bathroom with indoor plumbing like in Drakewell, but he’d known not to expect that, and Bjorn had boasted about the endless hot water in the baths, down below the palace in the network of inhabited caves. A small shelf housed books, some of them in traditional Aeretollean runes, but others in the Universal tongue.  
 
    Tessa sat down at the desk in her room with parchment and quill to pen a note to her mother telling her of their safe arrival.  
 
    Oliver unpacked his things into the wardrobe and chest in his room, and wondered if it would be impertinent to go exploring.  
 
    When Tessa assured him she was fine without him – with a distracted wave of her quill – he headed down the hall, surprised at his own boldness.  
 
    One floor down, in a hallway marked with flickering wall sconces, he found a set of wide, open double doors that led into a room whose scent drew him immediately: that of ink and parchment and leather and glue. The library.  
 
    Once upon a time, hundreds of years past, the people of Aquitania – before it had even been Aquitania – had lived in tens, and huts, and lean-tos made of crude woven branches. They existed in tribes, ruled by warlords, living off hunting, and fishing, and gathering, dressed in animal skins, if dressed at all. They’d worn their hair long, and their beards longer; had painted their bodies with blue paint when warlord clashed with warlord over petty territory conflicts. Bloodshed was plentiful, in war, and in sacrifice: wicker cages filled with screaming virgins, set ablaze by the druid priests that read entrails, and bones, and scried in pottery bowls of blood.  
 
    Then a king had come down from the frozen Northern seas, in his longships, with his large, strong, disciplined armies, and their iron weapons. The Aeretolleans conquered the vast tracts of what would become Aquitania; married their people, brought better weapons, and medicine, and literacy. And then, finally, when their forces had waned and lost interest or simply interbred too deeply to leave, those who wished to do so withdrew. Aquitania became one of the world’s great kingdoms, and Aeretoll became the barbarian in all the tales.  
 
    An idea that persisted, still.  
 
    But here was evidence to the contrary. Here were books.  
 
    They lined the walls floor to ceiling, and more were stacked and lay open on the heavy carved tables in the center of the floor, as if someone had dashed off in the middle of reading. The fire was unlit, but the room was still warm, even with so many windows, which offered the soft, white, misty light of the foothills in profusion – a quiet light that seemed respectful of all the knowledge this room contained.  
 
    He strolled along the edges of the room, noting the supple leather covers, and those of wood; the rolled-up parchments and the loose pages stacked and tied with string. Alcoves in the windowsills offered pillows and furs, quiet places to read with a book titled toward the sunlight. Dozens of candles – unlit now – had melted and dripped down iron candelabrum on the tables, and on stands throughout the room. An arched opening let into a small, but high-ceiling scriptorium, full of easels tall enough for standing, and low enough for sitting, stools poised beneath them.  
 
    A project lay spread across an easel pointed toward him, and curiosity drew him forward.  
 
    The page had been illuminated with colored inks, patterned in geometrics at the borders, the first letter of text boxed with red, overlarge for the page. What captured his attention, though, was the sketch at the bottom of the page, a very lifelike drawing of King Erik, and make no mistake. He wore a crown in this image, one with intricate gold inlay antlers engraved in its heavy sides. The king’s expression was much like the one he’d worn just an hour ago in the great hall, the strong lines of his face set in uncompromising lines. The eyes were piercing; the artist knew him well enough to have captured him properly – not just his face, but his gaze, the power of it.  
 
    That’s a fanciful thought, he scolded himself. Tessa was glad to think that she wouldn’t have to marry the king, and Leif was definitely a handsome, well-built lad, and much closer to her in age. But Oliver couldn’t help but think that her choice was somehow…lesser.  
 
    “What do you think?” someone asked right behind him, and he jumped and whirled with an undignified squawk.  
 
    A woman stood behind him, dressed in a simple, dark blue dress belted low on her waist in the Aeretollean fashion. She wore her brown-black hair pinned up at the back of her head in a complicated sequence of braids that left just enough loose to glow in dark waves down her back. She had blue eyes, and a strong nose, and though her smile was welcoming, and a touch mischievous – like her sons – Oliver noted the family resemblance straight off. She had something of her brother’s regal bearing, despite the kindness of her gaze.  
 
    “Oh,” Oliver said, belatedly, after he realized he’d been gaping at her like a fool. “My lady.” He offered a quick, correct bow.  
 
    When he straightened, her smile widened. “Don’t worry, Mr. Meacham, we don’t stand on ceremony here. It’s only Revna.”  
 
    Lady Revna, King Erik’s widowed sister.  
 
    He was helpless but to return her smile, her easy manner unwinding some of the tension in his belly. “Oliver, then.” 
 
    She nodded, seeming pleased, and moved to stand beside him, her gaze on the manuscript page. “I expect you’ve seen him already, my brother.” She nodded toward the sketch. “What do you think? An accurate likeness?” 
 
    He turned back to inspect the drawing, struck all over again by the energy captured in those few, dark lines. “Well, I’ve only just met him a few hours ago, but I’d say it’s a perfect likeness, yes.” 
 
    Revna breathed a low laugh. “Leaves an impression doesn’t he, my brother?” 
 
    “A bit of one.” 
 
    “I hope he wasn’t too much of a beast to you. I’m always telling him he has no manners.” 
 
    “Oh, no, it was – he was – fine.” 
 
    She snorted, and a glance proved she was smirking. “Don’t take it personally. He’s suspicious. And cynical. And I’m afraid he doesn’t much care for Aquitainians.” 
 
    Another glance found Revna’s expression amused, but still easy, bearing none of her brother’s threat. Oliver had never been brave with a sword or a bow, but he’d gotten himself in trouble with his mouth more than a few times, an odd streak of boldness that proved, in its own small way, that he was a Drake.  
 
    He cleared his throat. “About that. My lady…Revna,” he amended, when she lifted a single brow. “If he’s not fond of foreigners, why did your brother ask us to come here? My initial letter was an offer from the Lady Katherine that King Erik could have Tessa’s hand in marriage. But here we are, arrived after a long journey, and he wants her to marry your son instead.” 
 
    She sighed, and shook her head. “I warned him you wouldn’t like it. ‘Be transparent,’ I said. ‘If you don’t want the girl, say so.’ But he isn’t one for listening.” Another sigh. “Have supper with us, you and Tessa. We’ll talk things through and the two of you can decide if you want to stay.” 
 
    “All…right.”  
 
    She nodded and turned to go. 
 
    “She’s a sweet girl, Tessa,” Oliver said, and the Lady of Aeretoll paused. “She’ll make a dutiful wife.” 
 
    Revna’s head turned just enough to show the curve of a wistful smile. “I’m sure she will – for someone who isn’t my brother.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Oliver browsed titles in the library until a group of loud young people joined him there, complaining of their studies. One, a red-headed, freckled boy who couldn’t have been older than ten, his boots tracking mud across the flags and carpets, argued loudly with an older blond boy about the proper forging of swords. Oliver slipped out unseen, and returned to his room to change for supper.  
 
    Though he’d packed his warmest winter clothes, they still felt too thin when he slipped on fresh breeches and tunic, overly conscious, when he looked in the floor-length standing mirror, that his doublet was laced too strictly, and cut too strangely to allow him to blend in here in the North. His hair was too short, and he was clean-shaven, and slight, and nothing at all like the hulking, bearded men he’d met so far.  
 
    There was nothing for it.  
 
    Next door, Tessa had put on a wool dress cut in the Southern fashion, with clinging, scoop-necked bodice and slender, loose skirts. Warmer than the silk dress she’d been unpacking earlier, but not warm enough judging by the way she warmed her hands in front of the fire. 
 
    Some of that coldness might have been nerves, though; Oliver felt the threat of shivers himself.  
 
    She turned to him when he entered, smiling bravely. “How do I look?” 
 
    She wore her hair loose, as they did in the South, with only a single silver barrette to hold it back from her face. No jewels, no rings, no flash of beads. But her skin was flushed from the warmth of the fire, and her eyes were the same warm, indigo blue as Oliver’s, and she was lovely, lovely.  
 
    “Beautiful,” he told her, honestly, and her smile shifted a little away from brave and more toward true warmth.  
 
    A knock at the door had both of them jumping, and heralded the arrival of a man only a little smaller than Bjorn, and dressed in similar fashion, though his beard and braided hair were iron gray, and when he smiled, his face creased with friendly wrinkles.  
 
    “Evening,” he greeted, thumbs hooked in his belt. “Lady Revna was going to send a page to fetch you down to supper, but I thought I’d take the chance to introduce myself. I’m Birger, his Royal Highness’s chief advisor.” His eyes were small, but they twinkled when his smile deepened. “I think you’ve already met my brother.” 
 
    “If you mean Bjorn, then, yes.” Oliver offered a smile he hoped wasn’t strained. “He met us at the docks.” 
 
    Birger chuckled – a softer, easier sound than his brother’s booming roar of laughter. He tilted his head, and lowered his voice to a conspiratorial volume. “Don’t mind him, lad. He forgets his own strength sometimes.” 
 
    Before Oliver could wonder just how much of a helpless pup he looked to these people, Birger turned to Tessa and bowed until his long, gray beard nearly brushed the flagstones.  
 
    “My Lady Tessa,” he said as he rose, “welcome.” 
 
    Tessa curtsied. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Shall we?” Birger offered his arm to Tessa – who took it. 
 
    Oliver wanted to protest, but, well, Birger was only slightly smaller than his brother. And he was being polite. Oliver could only fall into step behind them, out of the room and down the hall.  
 
    Where a guard waited, his pike propped at a negligent angle on his shoulder, his bright mail and helm softened by the crimson scarf wound round his neck. He fell into step beside Oliver.  
 
    “Good evening there, Master Drake Lord.” 
 
    Oliver glanced sideways at the man, noting his short, black beard, and his tightly-braided hair, and the friendliness of his smile. To be honest, everyone had been friendly save the king.  
 
    He felt some of his initial, bristling discontent fade.  
 
    “It’s just Oliver,” he said. “Not a lord, and not a Drake.” 
 
    “Ah, well.” The guard shrugged and repositioned his pike. “No shame in that. Pleased to meet you, Oliver. I’m Magnus.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” Oliver said in return. 
 
    Magnus chuckled.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing, nothing.” He motioned toward Tessa ahead of them as they reached the stairs. “I hear she’s for the prince and not Erik.” 
 
    Oliver bristled. “Ah. So she’s palace gossip, I see. And, apparently, an object instead of a young woman.” 
 
    Back home, that would have earned him a cutting glare and a veiled insult, but Magnus only laughed again. “No, no, don’t mind me. No need to get in a twist over her honor. I’m only making conversation.” 
 
    Oliver glanced over, to be met not with mockery, but a genuine, happy smile. He didn’t understand these people.  
 
    Magnus met his gaze, and winked at him. “You’ll be fine, lad.” 
 
    Frustrated, flushing, Oliver faced forward again, and bit his tongue.  
 
    “It’s good you’ve come now,” Magnus continued, cheerfully, as they reached the top of the stairs and started down, “so everything can be sorted before the festival.” 
 
    As usual, Oliver’s offense was no match for his curiosity. “That would be the Midwinter Festival?” he asked, despite his intention to keep quiet.  
 
    “Aye. That’ll be the one. Know something about it, do you?”  
 
    “Oh, well, I’ve done some reading–” 
 
    “It’s no great secret. Been going on for centuries! Though I forget how many. I was never much of one for reading,” Magnus confided as they reached the landing and started along the gallery that overlooked the great hall. A glance over the balustrade proved what the tumult of sound had already told him: that the fires roared, and men and women were sitting down at freshly set-up trestle tables.  
 
    Magnus continued, happy and oblivious, his voice loud enough to be heard above the ruckus of supper preparations below. “All the Northern kings and lords and chieftains from all the Northern kingdoms, and duchies, and clans come together for five days of feasting, and sporting, and contract negotiating. It’s a helluva thing. You ever been?” 
 
    “No.” Oliver didn’t say that being here in Aeres was the farthest he’d ever been from home – his only adventure, really, because he didn’t think stealing pies off windowsills with John as a boy counted as a real adventure.  
 
    “You should stay after you’re done with all your business,” Magnus said, clapping him on the shoulder, because that was just something men did here, he was realizing. “See if Erik will let you tag along with him and the lads. There’s nothing like it in the world.” 
 
    “Maybe let’s just get through supper first.” 
 
    Magnus roared with laughter, and clapped his shoulder again.   
 
    Ahead of them, Birger guided Tessa down the wide, central staircase with a delicacy that belied his size and weathered countenance. At the head of the room, the throne sat empty, and though Birger offered a wave and some unheard comment to the table of boisterous men who hailed him, he steered Tessa past the commotion, and down a side hall.  
 
    “We aren’t dining in here?” Oliver asked.  
 
    “No, no,” Magnus said as they followed, leaving behind the clatter and shouting and laughter of the great hall, passing intricate tapestries that Oliver hoped to be able to examine later. “By the end of the day, Erik’s pretty much done with humanity, and I can’t say I blame him.” 
 
    A pair of guards stood outside a set of double doors, and they moved in unison to open the way for them.  
 
    “Magnus,” Oliver said, quietly, “are you always so heavily armored inside the palace like this?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, just standard procedure. Here we are.” 
 
    A private dining room awaited, dominated by a grand, carved table, a permanent fixture, rather than the trestles in the great hall. Its surface gleamed in the fire and candlelight, a blond wood full of lines and eyes, heavily varnished, like the high-backed chairs that ringed it. A buffet table already heaped with food stood along one wall, another loaded with stoppered bottles and flasks and all manner of cups.  
 
    Two chairs sat angled before the fire, fine Southern armchairs, Oliver noted, upholstered in crimson fabric, their backs draped with folded blankets and furs. A giant, shaggy dog lay stretched between them, and, seated in them, the princes, both of whom surged to their feet when they entered.  
 
    Magnus leaned in close, chuckling under his breath, and whispered, “Look at this pair of fools. You’d think they’d never seen a pretty girl before.” 
 
    “My lady,” Leif began, just as Rune said, “Good even–” and then trod upon the dog’s paw so that it yelped and jumped up, nearly sending him back down into his chair.  
 
    Oliver bit his lip hard to keep from grinning, and Magnus chuckled again – though warmly.  
 
    Leif managed to sidestep the flailing tangle of brother and dog and stepped up to Tessa, who was still holding on to Birger’s arm, but smiling at the prince, cheeks stained pink.  
 
    “My lady,” Leif repeated, and bowed. “Are you well?” 
 
    “Quite, thank you.” 
 
    “Oi – stupid–” The dog had apparently forgiven Rune and was licking at his face. Rune shoved it away, scrambled back to his feet, and drew up beside his brother so he could bow at Tessa, too. “My lady, are you settling in well?” 
 
    Tessa’s smile was serene, but Oliver recognized the laughter shining in her eyes. “Yes, quite well, thank you. My room is lovely.” 
 
    “I picked it out special, just for you,” Rune said. 
 
    Leif shot his brother a sideways look. 
 
    “They aren’t competitive, are they?” Oliver asked. 
 
    “They’re seventeen and twenty-two,” Magnus whispered back. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Let me show you to a seat, my lady,” Birger offered.  
 
    The princes both said, “No, I’ll do it!” 
 
    Tessa pressed her fingertips to her lips to stifle a giggle.  
 
    “Ah, my two brilliant offspring.” Lady Revna swept into the room, and Oliver found himself bowing along with every other man in attendance. She waved at the gesture dismissively and went straight to Tessa, whose eyes had gone wide. “You’ll be Tessa, then,” she said, her briskness softened by a warm smile. She took Tessa’s hand in her own. “Welcome to Aeretoll, and please don’t listen to a word my dumb boys say – and that includes my brother.” 
 
    “Mum!” Rune protested.  
 
    Leif pressed his lips together, cheeks pinking.  
 
    “What includes your brother?” a deep, commanding voice asked, and Oliver couldn’t suppress his sudden, full-body shiver.  
 
    Beside him, Magnus huffed a little laugh, and Oliver would kick himself for being so – well, himself – later, but for the moment, King Erik captured every bit of his attention.  
 
    He rolled into the room like a thunderstorm, dark, and ominous, and supple as smoke. He was even taller standing than Oliver had guessed, only a few inches shorter than Bjorn, who trooped in behind, but, despite the breadth of his shoulders, the depth of the chest encased in black leather, he moved with a certain long-strided elegance. Not a hulking brute, but a warrior, grace evident in every movement as he unclasped his snow-dusted cloak – he’d been outside, snow fast melting in his and Bjorn’s hair – hung it on a peg by the door, and ducked his head to press a fast kiss to his sister’s cheek.  
 
    A domestic, tender gesture, one that had come easy, as if from long practice, and Oliver noted the small, quick, sincere smiles they shared. Though it only lasted a split-second, it transformed Erik’s face mightily, lent an unexpected, truly shocking warmth to his stern features.  
 
    Then his expression closed off like the drawing down of a gate, and he lifted his head and pinned Oliver with an unreadable look. “You came.” 
 
    Oliver had to swallow against a suddenly-dry throat. “You told us to.” He didn’t add: And you sent armored men to collect us.  
 
    Erik’s lips compressed, his brows lowered, and his answer was a slow exhale that radiated irritation.  
 
    “Do remember I included my brother,” Revna said, “in my list of foolish men that I’m forced to endure because I love them quite against my better judgement.” Before Erik could reply, she patted Tessa’s hand and extricated her from Birger. “Here, let’s sit down, dear.” She towed her first to the table of food, where a stack of plates waited, and Oliver fell in at the back of the line that formed in the women’s wake.  
 
    Magnus was, apparently, going to dine with them, a breach of royal guard protocol that would have never been allowed down South. He turned around while they waited, and said, “In case you couldn’t tell, Lady Revna usually has the last say.” 
 
    Behind him, Bjorn turned around, and, over Magnus’s shoulder, said, “And don’t you forget it.” 
 
    Magnus winced, but offered Oliver another wink.  
 
    Plates were filled, wine was poured into unpretentious pewter cups, and the party took their seats.  
 
    Oliver found himself down near the end, between Tessa and Magnus, and across from Rune.  
 
    Erik sat at the head of the table, his sister on one side, Bjorn on the other, unmistakably kingly despite the casual black leathers he wore. Framed by two tall, narrow windows on the wall behind him, the sky beyond black with night, the mullions piled with snow, candlelight picked out the silver beads braided into his hair, and the small silver studs along the shoulders of his jerkin. Glinted off the jewels set in his rings.  
 
    Oliver forced his gaze away, only to have it collide with Bjorn’s, who was eyeing him sharply.  
 
    He reached for his wine and took a hasty sip.  
 
    “Where’ve you two been after dark?” Revna asked her brother, and the spell of momentary quiet was broken; conversation bubbled up organically.  
 
    “To the harbor,” Erik said. “A message arrived just before dark, and–” 
 
    “We could teach you.” 
 
    Oliver lifted his head and found Rune studying him. “Sorry?” 
 
    “We could teach you,” Rune repeated, gesturing to his brother with a hunk of bread. “To fight.” 
 
    Leif rolled his eyes. “Maybe Oliver doesn’t want to learn to fight.” 
 
    “Who wouldn’t want to?” Rune asked, appalled. To Oliver: “You do want to, right?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “Oliver’s here in a political capacity, Rune,” Birger said, with gentle censure. “He has lots of important business to discuss in the short time he’s here.” He sent Oliver an understanding look that had Oliver silently thanking him. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” he said, seizing on the excuse. “I won’t be here long – I have to sail before the harbor closes for winter – and there’s quite a lot to work out between our duchy and your kingdom.” 
 
    Rune looked crestfallen, which surprised Oliver.  
 
    “It’s a very generous offer, though,” he added, earning a flicker of a smile. “But I’m afraid I’d only be a disappointment. Arms like raw bread dough.” He tapped one slim bicep for emphasis.  
 
    “Yes, but you could learn. You could get stronger,” Rune insisted.  
 
    “Do you enjoy instructing?” Tessa asked, and Rune’s face lit up as his gaze shifted to her.  
 
    “Yes! Or, well…” He blushed. “I think I would. I haven’t exactly…um…” 
 
    “Rune’s the youngest of the lads in Aeres. For the most part,” Leif acquiesced when his brother shot him a glare. “The youngest of us and our friends. He was always the one being taught.” He patted him on top of the head and then laughed when Rune shoved his hand away.  
 
    “I’d be a great teacher.” 
 
    “Keep telling yourself that, little brother.” 
 
    Seventeen and twenty-two, Oliver reminded himself. He wondered if he’d ever been so young.  
 
    “Leif’s better with a sword,” Magnus chimed in, “but your brother’s got you beat with a bow.” 
 
    Rune grinned. “Ha!” 
 
    Leif pinched off a bit of bread and bounced it off his brother’s nose, who only laughed harder – and then picked up a much larger hunk of bread.  
 
    “My sister and I are very different,” Tessa spoke up, and both boys froze, and looked toward her. Bjorn and Birger as well. “Amelia is wildly fond of horses – she’s a better rider than most of the boys back home. She had her first pony before she could even walk properly.” She smiled, and the princes leaned forward, unconscious, enraptured. “She has a horse named Shadow – a stallion, if you can believe. He doesn’t even want the grooms to touch him, but he’s gentle as an old plow horse for Lia.” 
 
    Her expression dimmed. “She would love it here – going on an adventure to the Northern Waste. She’s the brave one, not me.” 
 
    The brothers absorbed what she’d said for a beat, and then Rune sucked in a breath and said, “That can’t be true.” 
 
    Tessa’s brows lifted.  
 
    “About her being brave and you not. You’re here, aren’t you? That’s brave.” He grinned. “And you’re willing to wed Uncle, and that’s really brave.” 
 
    “Rune,” Erik chastised.  
 
    The prince bit his lip, mock-sheepish, shoulders shaking with silent laughter.  
 
    Leif offered Tessa a wink, and, in a stage whisper, said, “Don’t worry. You won’t have to marry him.” 
 
    Erik sighed. “Boys.” 
 
    Both immediately sobered in response to his tone. In fact, the entire table fell quiet, all side conversations cutting off. Oliver felt a prickling up the back of his neck. Just before Erik said, in that same commanding voice, “Mr. Meacham. You’re here for an alliance, yes? Let’s discuss it.” The invitation sounded more like a threat.  
 
    Oliver met the king’s implacable gaze and fought to keep from shrinking down into his coat collar. He couldn’t be shy and uncertain here; had to be strong for Tessa’s sake.  
 
    He squared his shoulders, lifted his chin, and said, “We have come for an alliance, yes. I suppose there’s no sense trying to flatter you and pretend that Tessa was a great long-distance admirer of yours.” 
 
    He heard a low chuckle that he thought belonged to Birger, but didn’t break eye contact with the king, who stared at him in stony silence.  
 
    A hand touched his arm. “Ollie,” Tessa whispered.  
 
    Oliver took a deep breath and continued. “I’d wager you know more about the war with the Sels than I do, at this point, but what I do know is that the crown prince of Aquitainia is dead, and a number of great lords have fallen. A child of eight now holds the title of Duke of Aberforth.” He couldn’t stop the jump of his brows, the same way they’d jumped months ago when he’d first heard the news of that unfortunate turn of events.  
 
    “My uncle, father, and cousin fell in battle this summer,” he pressed on, striving not to linger on thought of them, on John’s ready smile, and strong hand always ready to clasp Oliver’s shoulder in friendship. Holding the king’s gaze made it easier, somehow; it was difficult to allow emotion to intrude when locked in place by that glacial stare. “Lady Katherine holds her own well, because she is a fierce woman, but the duke is dead, and his only heir with him. I’m a bastard, and cannot inherit. My cousins – the girls…” How could a man look so implacable? So…cold and closed off? It stoked at the dormant, carefully-kept anger in Oliver’s chest. Stirred up an honesty better left unsaid. “One of them should be duchess,” he blurted. “They should. Amelia should take the mantle from her father. But she can’t. It isn’t fair, but that’s our society isn’t it? Not fair in any way.” 
 
    “Ollie,” Tessa whispered again, more urgently.  
 
    “When the ceasefire ends, because surely it will end, the king’s forces cannot hold the Sels at bay for any great length, our enemy will sweep across the plains of Aquitania like the breeze flowing down a valley. We are already allied with the other duchies; a marriage alliance will not save us, everyone is already stretched too thin. 
 
    “Winter is upon us and we will not survive it if we can’t hold Drakewell. It was a bountiful harvest year, and our stores are laid up, but we can’t protect ourselves, not this time. The king can’t protect us either. So Lady Katherine sent us to you.” 
 
    “With her daughter as offering,” Erik said, voice low, tone unreadable.  
 
    “A daughter whose hand would make you not just King of Aeretoll, but Duke of Drakewell as well.” 
 
    Low murmurs of surprise from the rest of the table.  
 
    “All of Drakewell’s farms, and fields, all its wealth, would be yours.” The last stung his throat, painful to say.  
 
    Bjorn started to speak – but Erik stayed him with a single raised hand, gaze never moving from Oliver’s. He tilted his head a fraction, so that, for a moment, the blue of his eyes flickered gold in the candlelight. “And why would I be singled out for this honor?” 
 
    Oliver thought he sounded mocking. “Because you have a reputation for prowess in battle. For ruthlessness,” Oliver said, with some satisfaction; it felt good to lay insults at the king’s feet…though he probably thought them to be compliments. “Because you’re the sort of man who wouldn’t turn away a free offer of wealth and a pretty maiden. And because you were allies with my uncle, once. You shook hands with him in a battlefield tent, a pledge to remain allies in the future.” 
 
    The king’s brows lifted an unimpressed fraction. “This is what your aunt told you?” 
 
    “This is what I saw. I was there, that day. I remember the way the glow of the brazier caught on your rings.” 
 
    Surprise blanked the king’s expression a moment. He sat back in his chair, blinking. And then he scowled. “You were there? How old were you?” 
 
    “Seven. And believe me, it was my stupid father’s idea. Uncle wasn’t happy about it.”  
 
    Alfred had ridden back to Drakewell for more troops, and in an impulsive moment lifted Oliver up to sit in front of him in the saddle, wanting to take him to the treaty-signing, so he could start learning to be a man. William had nearly struck his brother, he’d been so angry.  
 
    Oliver remembered hiding in the back of the tent, peeping between men’s legs, and around the corners of trestles. Remembered the young Aeretollean king, resplendent in furs and jewels, his long, wild tangle of back hair, silver gleaming in his many braids. He remembered how he’d stood taller than Uncle, how his hands had been bigger, his wrists cased in engraved leather braces, his knuckles adorned with spiked silver rings. He’d seemed a wild thing, an animal on its hind legs come out of the forest, breath steaming in the chill air of the tent, eyes so vividly sky blue when they shifted toward the faint noise and scurried movements of a boy hiding in the back of the tent. 
 
    Oliver watched Erik remember it. Watched the way his jaw tightened, and his throat moved as he swallowed; the way his eyes grew faraway with memory, a moment.  
 
    He ran absent fingers down the length of the braid tucked behind his ear, played with the fat bead at its end. “I was newly crowned, then,” he said, gruffly, then cleared his throat, sat up straighter, and smoothed his features. “If you remember that so well, Mr. Meacham,” he said, all of sternness again, “then you’ll know that we agreed to be allies and friends, but I never agreed to marry any of the man’s daughters – and I won’t.” 
 
    Revna sighed.  
 
    Beside Oliver, Magnus hummed a low, sympathetic sound.  
 
    Birger made a soothing gesture toward the king. “Now, Erik–” 
 
    “No.” He locked gazes with his advisor, and some silent communication passed between them that had Birger nodding and sighing. “It’s as I said before: if Leif wishes, he and the girl may marry, and Leif can receive the title of Duke of Drakewell.” 
 
    “Tessa,” Oliver said through clenched teeth. When Erik glanced back at him in question, he said, “She is not the girl. Her name is Tessa, Tessa Drake, and she’s sitting right here.”  
 
    Erik held his gaze a moment, then nodded – then caught Tessa’s eye. “Lady Tessa, would you rather marry me, or my handsome nephew?” 
 
    Under different circumstances, Oliver would have laughed at the way Leif choked on his wine and had to be slapped on the back by his brother.  
 
    Tessa – who’d long since given up all pretense of eating – knotted her hands together in her lap and said, “I – I don’t…” She held the king’s gaze, but pressed her lips together, face so white Oliver feared she’d swoon. 
 
    He covered her hands with his own, stilling their nervous movement.  
 
    “Maybe they should decide that for themselves,” he said. 
 
    Erik’s black brows gave another little jump of acknowledgement. “Agreed. Get to know one another.” He gestured between the two young people with an imperious sweep of his hand. He didn’t sound encouraging. “If you agree to it, we’ll have a spring wedding.” 
 
    “Spring?” Oliver asked. “But it’s as I’ve told you: Drakewell – the whole of Aquitainia – will be conquered before then!” 
 
    Erik met him with only the mildest interest. “And so I’m to do what? Raise an army in the middle of the night? Send them harrying off to invade Aquitania for you?” 
 
    Oliver bit his lip, hard. “We can’t–” 
 
    “You asked me to honor an old alliance, Mr. Meacham, and I’m prepared to do so. But of the two of us, I’m the one with the greater understanding of how these sorts of things work.” With a ringing note of finality: “I will decide when – and if – Aeretoll marches to war.” He reached for his cup, and the conversation was done.  
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    The rest of the meal passed uneventfully. Revna, Birger, Magnus, and the princes kept up a lively conversation about the mundane goings on of Aeres, even managing to draw Tessa into the discussion, inspiring a quiet laugh or two from her.  
 
    King Erik sat back in his chair and brooded.  
 
    Oliver hated him.  
 
    But of the two of us, I’m the one with the greater understanding of how these sorts of things work. The words burned through his mind, a continuous loop. They’d been an insult, a sharp slap meant to put him back in his place. I’m the warrior king, and you’re just the frightened little boy in the back of the tent. Oliver found his hands clenching to fists over and over, and had to force them open again each time; fought not to grind his teeth.  
 
    When servants came to clear away the plates, a round-faced, motherly woman in an apron with many pockets came for Tessa. Tessa’s usual maid, Hannah, had stayed behind with Amelia, too frightened by the prospect of “Northern barbarians” to risk the journey. Revna introduced the two, and Tessa was swept off to her room in Hilda’s very capable-looking hands.  
 
    Tessa glanced back over her shoulder before she went, checking on Oliver. He forced a smile for her and waved her on, intent on returning to his own chambers and stewing angrily until the exhaustion of the day’s travel finally dragged him down to sleep.  
 
    A hand landed on his shoulder, though, and he turned to find Magnus offering him a cup. “Here, then. I’m off the clock, and some of us are having a nightcap.” 
 
    “Oh, no, that’s very kind–” 
 
    The cup was thrust into his hands; some of the amber liquid inside slopped over the edge and onto his hand, the scent of it nose-searing in a way the dinner wine hadn’t been.  
 
    “I really ought–” 
 
    “Come on, then!” Magnus threw a heavy arm around his shoulders, and he found himself steered out of the room, down the hallway, and into a smaller, cozier room with timbered ceilings, a roaring fire, and swirling wreaths of pipe smoke. Benches lined the wall, and chairs were scattered in a loose semi-circle around the hearth, padded leather seats and furs and lap blankets thrown over the backs, but all of the furniture clean and simple, and well-worn, nothing like the ornate, carved pieces he’d seen so far. An entire wall was dedicated to racks of weaponry: axes, swords, pikes, halberds.  
 
    This was a lounge area for the off-duty guards, Oliver realized, as he was pressed down into a chair close to the fire and Magnus dropped down beside him.  
 
    “Brother!” Magnus crowed, as a guard dragged off his helmet and joined them, his black beard, and hair, and the shape of his face highlighting a stark family resemblance. 
 
    “Lars,” Magnus said, “this is our visiting Southern lordling, Oliver. Oliver, this is my good-for-nothing brother, Lars.” 
 
    “Sod off,” Lars said, peaceably, and fixed Oliver with a bold scrutiny. “And what are you doing dragging lordlings in with the help?” 
 
    “Aye, well, he’s not a lordling per se….” The hand he slapped down between Oliver’s shoulder blades felt supportive, even if it nearly caused him to choke on the mouthful of frightfully strong spirits he’d just sipped.  
 
    He coughed, wiped his mouth, and offered, “I’m a bastard.” Because the whole day was so absurd, why stand on pretension at this point? 
 
    “Oh. Well.” Lars visibly relaxed, slumping back in his chair. “In that case.” He nodded. “Pleased to meet you.” Then he cocked his head. “You’re not the one that came with her ladyship?” 
 
    “Just so,” Magnus said. “They’re cousins. Can’t you tell by the hair?” He chuckled, and tousled Oliver’s auburn curls as if he were a child. 
 
    Oliver sighed and took another swallow.  
 
    Lars made a face. “I hate to say it, lad, but you’ll be taking her back home empty-handed. Erik isn’t one for marrying.” 
 
    “Why not?” Oliver asked, wildly curious at this point. He glanced down at his drink. How strong was this stuff? 
 
    Magnus and Lars shared an unreadable look.  
 
    “Oh, I suppose he has his reasons,” Magnus said, easily, sipping from his own cup. “But see this, brother,” he said to Lars, leaning forward in his chair. “Leif’s going to marry the lovely young lady.” 
 
    “He is?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Oliver stressed. “If he and Tessa both agree. I don’t believe in forcing two young people to do anything until they’ve gotten to know one another and developed an affection.” 
 
    He felt bold, rather than drunk, but thought he was probably well on the way toward the latter, given the looseness of his tongue. He took another sip anyway. 
 
    Magnus laughed. “Oh, marriage or not, we should keep you, Master Oliver.” 
 
    A few more guards joined them, and after introductions, they settled into a serious discussion about sleigh racing, or deer hunting, or something manly of the sort. Oliver sipped his drink, warm and growing warmer, the tension slowly unspooling from his body, content to merely sit and let the flow of hearty, good-natured conversation flow over him. There hadn’t been much of that in Drakewell since the war started. And even when there had, he’d rarely been a part of it.  
 
    His temper softened by drink, he let his thoughts drift back to the discussion at supper. In truth, he’d expected negotiations to go very differently. For all that he’d hated the way Erik referred to Tessa – the girl – he’d expected for her to be looked at up-and-down like a horse at market, perhaps fondled a bit, and for a contract to be slapped down on the table for him to sign as his aunt’s proxy. Perhaps questions about the width of Tessa’s hips, or the state of her teeth, or, gods forbid, an assertion that a medicine man or wise woman would need an examination to verify her maidenhead.  
 
    Oliver remembered, with startling clarity, that moment in the tent, that impression of the forbidding Northern king with the cold eyes. He’d spent all of their journey feeling like the worst sort of heel, off to give his sweet cousin to the attentions of a snarling, warmongering beast too old and too cruel for her. Erik’s out-of-hand rejection of the intended suit had felt like an insult, and in so many ways it was one…but there was a thread of kindness there, too. Whatever Erik’s personal reasons for refusing her, the offer of Leif was an offer of a much smarter match. 
 
    Save the little problem of not having the whole of the Great Northern Phalanx at their disposal when the need arose.  
 
    Oliver sighed and raised his cup to his lips – only to find it empty.  
 
    “Can’t have you going dry, now.” Magnus plucked his cup away, and returned it a moment later, now brimming.  
 
    “What is this stuff?” Oliver asked, wincing at the blurred sound of his own voice.  
 
    Magnus grinned – for a moment there were two of him. “The good stuff.” 
 
    Yes, it did seem good. Oliver nodded – the room softening at the edges as he did so – and took a sip. It didn’t burn so much, now, and he could appreciate its sweet aftertaste.  
 
    “Look here.” Magnus lowered his voice, and twisted in his chair, leaning forward so their faces were closer together, his shoulder blocking the view of the others laughing uproariously around them. His expression had gone quite serious, which, only having known him a short while, still struck Oliver as unusual for him. “I brought you in here because I wanted to have a word.” 
 
    “Shit,” Oliver said, and earned a chuckle and a quick, amused smile.  
 
    “Nothing to worry about. But.” He lowered his voice another fraction. “I may only be a guard, sure, but I grew up with Erik, me, and Lars, and Bjorn, and – and him.” Had Oliver been more sober, he would have inquired about that pause, the quick drawing-together of Magnus’s brows. But Magnus pressed on. “He wasn’t always so dour, you know? He was a lot like Rune, when he was a young one, actually. But he takes kingship seriously. Very seriously. And things are different up here, in the North. He has more to consider than whether or not to march against the Sels. It’s rough up here, and Erik, and Aeres, are caught between Aquitainia and the Wastes. Lots of fingers in lots of pies, you understand?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “He’s a bit gruff, I grant you, but he means no disrespect to your cousin, nor to you.” 
 
    Oliver snorted.  
 
    “No, no, he doesn’t.” He grinned. “I think he was quite impressed with your spunk.” 
 
    “My spunk?” 
 
    “Aye. Drink your mistress.” 
 
    Oliver blinked at him a moment before he realized that “mistress” was the drink in his hands, then he took another generous sip.  
 
    Magnus chuckled again. “Give our old grumpy king a chance, and I can promise he’ll give you a fair one in return.” 
 
    “That sounds a bit trite,” Oliver mumbled.  
 
    Magnus leaned back, laughing out loud. “You only look meek, don’t you? There’s some dragon fire in the belly under the good manners, eh?” 
 
    Oliver drank, rather than dignify that with a response.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t certain, but felt like he must have finished that cup and had another. By the time Magnus tugged him up from his chair, he was wobbly as a new colt, his vision swimming in and out of focus. The guards around him cheered, and Magnus towed him out of the room and down the hall, back up the grand stairs, supporting a shameful amount of Oliver’s weight, though he figured, in his addled, overly honest state, that he was so slight it probably wasn’t much of a burden.  
 
    It was cooler up on the gallery, and the walking had helped clear his head a little. He didn’t feel in danger of falling down, nor being sick; the world was pleasantly warm and fuzzy in the way that meant he’d had far too much, but wasn’t going to regret it until later.  
 
    He broke loose from Magnus’s grip and, when he squinted, managed to see only one of the guardsman. “Thank you, but I can manage from here.” He only slurred a little.  
 
    “Yeah, you look it.” 
 
    “No. I am.” Oliver aimed an admonishing finger at him that earned a laugh. No one here was going to take him seriously, were they? 
 
    Perhaps getting stumbling drunk on his first night had something to do with that. 
 
    He lifted his head to his most imperious angle and sniffed. “I’m quite sure I can – can find my way.” 
 
    After much too much laughter, and several more attempts at convincing him, Magnus finally shuffled off, and Oliver headed for the second staircase that would take him back to his room, deciding it wasn’t so shameful that he had to grab at the wall every now and then.  
 
    He reached the staircase, and placed his foot on the lowest step – but paused when he heard the low rumble of deep voices. He glanced off to his right, where the hallway branched away from the stairs. A dozen or so paces down, a door stood open, the warm glow of candlelight spilling out into the corridor.  
 
    “…a single set of tracks. No one saw a thing.” That was Erik. His deep voice sounded rougher than it had at dinner, unsteady and stressed.  
 
    “Someone must have, given the number of guards we…” Birger, his voice lowering so the rest of his words were indistinguishable.  
 
    Oliver tapped his fingers silently on the handrail, debating.  
 
    Had he been sober and clear-headed, there wouldn’t have been a debate at all. He wasn’t one to pry into people’s business, and here he was far from home, in what – with a few exceptions – was essentially hostile territory. He needed to march straight upstairs, drink off an entire pitcher of cold water, and go to bed.  
 
    Drink had always made stupidly brave, though.  
 
    Slowly, painfully slowly, trying to make sure he placed his feet just right, with the over-concentration of the intoxicated, he crept down the hall on tiptoe until he stood just outside the open doorway. It opened inward, and was only halfway ajar; if he leaned just a little, he found he could peer through the gap at the hinges and see the interior of the room without risk of being seen in return.  
 
    Birger sat a carved desk, each of its legs nearly as big around as one of Oliver’s own, parchments and ledgers spread out before him. His gaze was trained on the figure that paced back and forth in front of the fireplace, hands tucked behind his back, silver-shot black hair hanging down on either side of his face like curtains. Erik.  
 
    Oliver felt a fluttering in his belly that he blamed on too much drink.  
 
    “We’ll find–” 
 
    “We should have already found him,” Erik said, halting, turning to face his advisor. He’d lost a layer of clothes, down now to a white shirt with loose laces at the throat that revealed more than a hint of broad, strong, furred chest. His eyes glowed pale against the backdrop of the amber fire, and the dark stone wall behind him. “How – how can a man slip within these walls undetected, and then back out again?” 
 
    Birger let out a deep breath. “We’ve tripled the guard since, but there are ways. Grates, service tunnels.” 
 
    “He had help,” Erik said, grimly. “He must have.” 
 
    “Who of your guard do you doubt?” 
 
    “Of my personal, household guard? None.” A muscle leaped in his jaw, and his gaze lowered, nostrils flaring with anger. “At least, I never have before.” 
 
    “Bjorn’s handling the questioning with the wall guard. Very thorough, but you could sit in if you like.” 
 
    “No, I trust him.” Erik took a huge breath that lifted his shoulders, and seemed to shrink in on himself with the exhale. He leaned back and rested against the mantelpiece, arms folded. “We’ve still not found what was taken.” 
 
    “We may not,” Birger cautioned. “Not until we need it.” 
 
    This was definitely not a conversation Oliver should have been privy to.  
 
    “We’ll get it sorted, lad, don’t worry,” Birger assured.  
 
    The idea of anyone calling tall, terrifying King Erik of Aeretoll “lad” was absurd, but Oliver watched Erik relax a little more after hearing it. His face softened, its lines still hard, and precise – beautiful – but not edged with tension, now.  
 
    “That leaves our other problem,” he said, sourly, face screwing up in a displeased expression that was shockingly boyish.  
 
    Birger chuckled. “Not a problem – unless the boys decide they want to arm-wrestle for the honor of the fair maid’s hand.” 
 
    Erik rolled his eyes, and Oliver found himself smiling. “I’m embarrassed by my own kin, Birger. Like neither of them have ever seen a pretty girl before.” 
 
    “None of the Aeres girls are that pretty. Hells,” he said, chuckling, “none of them are as pretty as the lad.” 
 
    Erik’s face did something strange: his lips tightened, and his gaze narrowed, and – maybe it was a trick of the flickering candle flames, but it looked like the color heightened along his sharp cheekbones.  
 
    Birger chuckled again. “Don’t worry so much. It’s up to the lady. She can have whichever she chooses, I assume?” 
 
    “Leif is more ready to be a duke,” Erik said, then nodded. “But, yeah, she can choose. No one should have to be forced into a marriage they hate.” 
 
    A simple, though rare sentiment, one that Oliver himself had expressed just a few hours ago at supper. Hearing it from Erik warmed him all over in a flash, like he’d just had a few more sips of mistress.  
 
    Erik’s gaze shifted toward the doorway, and Oliver held his breath, afraid he’d been caught. But Erik only stared into the middle distance, toward the tapestry on the corridor wall, shaking his head absently. His eyes were jewel-bright, the color of them in the low light sending a tight spasm through Oliver’s chest. “Some days, I think…” he murmured, and trailed off. 
 
    “No, lad,” Birger said, his tone kind. “You’re a good king. And, more important, a good man. Never doubt that.” 
 
    Oliver slipped away, after that, face warm for reasons he couldn’t entirely blame on being tipsy. He worked his slow, silent way upstairs, found his room, slipped inside, and undressed without ceremony.  
 
    The bed had been turned down, ready for him, the sheets soft and sweet-smelling when he slid between them. 
 
    Sleep rolled in quick, a sudden fog, and he dreamed of blue eyes, and strong hands.  
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    The drink Magnus had given him was called mistress for good reason, Oliver realized the next morning, when he woke with a throbbing headache and a foul taste in his mouth. Sweet in the moment, regrettable the next morning.  
 
    The sun was already well up, and he felt a lurch of having erred. He dragged himself out of bed, dressed, washed his face, combed his hair, and cleaned his teeth. Then went next door and tapped on Tessa’s door.  
 
    The maid from last night, Hilda, answered with a cheery, “Morning, Master Oliver.” 
 
    “Morning. Is this a bad time?” 
 
    “No, Ollie, come on in,” Tessa called.  
 
    She stood in the center of her borrowed room, the bed covered in fabric. Dresses, he realized, as she watched her lift one and hold it up to her chest, turning to inspect its color against her skin in the mirror. The crimson should have clashed with her hair, but it was a deep color, like wine, and trimmed in white: heavy, warm velvet with a high neckline and thick, quilted sleeves.  
 
    “Hilda noticed that most of my dresses weren’t warm enough for a Northern winter, so Lady Revna had these sent for me to wear. Look, they’ve all got built in underskirts to keep the wind off, and some are divided for riding.” 
 
    “That was kind of her.” 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    Tessa folded the dress over her arm and turned to him, her expression one of resolve.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I like them,” she said, a soft declaration.  
 
    He felt his brows go up. “All right.” 
 
    “You look surprised.” 
 
    “That’s because I am. Yesterday was…a lot.” 
 
    “It was,” she agreed, smoothing her hand absently down the dress, brushing the nap of the velvet up and then down, her expression contemplative. “But we were offered shelter, good food, and warm beds. We weren’t thrown out on the doorstep.” 
 
    This surprised him, and his head was throbbing a bit too much for surprise. He sank down to sit on the chest at the foot of the bed. “Did you expect us to be?” 
 
    “I heard the rumors, back home.” She sent him a serious look, one that reminded him, painfully, that, though he would always think of her as a little girl, gripping at his coat sleeves and asking to be carried on his shoulders, she was no longer a child. Somewhere along the way she’d become a young woman, and, he further realized, as she spoke, not one entirely innocent of the harshness of the world. “I heard that King Erik was a barbarous and dangerous man. Ill-tempered. That he drank the blood of reindeer to keep warm in winter, and lived in a cave.” 
 
    Behind them, Hilda tittered to herself as she puttered about the room, and Tessa flicked a rueful smile. 
 
    “Silly, childish rumors, I know, but they frightened me a little. None of the books in the library could quite agree on Aeres. Father’s stories were reassuring, but then, Father was often overly polite.” 
 
    Oliver couldn’t help a chuckle. “Yes.” 
 
    “I didn’t know what we’d find when we arrived. I wasn’t quite expecting this.” She gestured to the walls around them. “I wasn’t expecting their great kindness.” 
 
    Oliver started to argue – but then he thought of what she’d said. Thought of Magnus taking him to the guardroom and pressing warm, numbing spirits into his hands. Thought of Rune’s guileless offer to teach him to fight. Of Lady Revna urging him to drop the titles. Birger offering a gallant arm to Tessa. Thought of being seated at the family table, and spoken to as if he were a man, as if he were just Oliver, and not the disappointing bastard son of the glamorous Alfred Drake.  
 
    It was kindness, yes, a bounty of it, wholly unexpected.  
 
    Although… 
 
    “And what of the king?” he asked. “Did you find him to be kind?” He thought of the challenge in Erik’s gaze, the stony façade, the voice like iron. 
 
    Thought, too, of the slump of the shoulders as he stood against the mantelpiece, his gaze downcast, his voice small with uncertainty. It was difficult to swallow, suddenly.  
 
    Tessa fixed him with a very direct look, penetrating and, for a moment, as perceptive and analytic as her mother; the resemblance sent a shiver through him that he fought not to show. “I think he’s a very lonely man.” 
 
    “Lonely?” That wasn’t the word he would have used. 
 
    But Tessa said, “Yes. Burdened – maybe by his kingdom, but by something else, too, I think.” She offered a small smile. “He reminds me of you, a little.” 
 
    Oliver snorted – though his heart lurched. “Yes. A striking resemblance, I should think.” 
 
    She didn’t share his amusement. Tipped her head to the side, fully Lady Katherine in that moment. “Yes,” was all she said, then returned to sorting through dresses.  
 
    Oliver was a little stunned. 
 
    “Which do you think?” she said. “After breakfast, Leif is taking me on a tour of the palace.” 
 
    Oliver blinked and refocused. “He is?” 
 
    “Hilda’s coming with us, don’t worry.” Her manner had become brisk, seemingly casual – but he could detect the thrum of nerves and girlish giddiness beneath. This was the same Tessa who’d always pretended not to care about May Day, but who ended up lifting her skirts and sprinting down the hill to the village green.  
 
    He stood to survey her choices with the appropriate level of attention.  
 
    “I think your ladyship would look lovely in the green,” Hilda offered, “if you’d like an old woman’s opinion.” When Oliver glanced up, she winked at him, and he found himself smiling in return.  
 
    Tessa stroked her fingertips down the pale green wool, along the line of silver cording at the double-breasted bodice. “It is a pretty shade.” 
 
    “And will go well with your hair,” Oliver said. “I agree with Hilda.” 
 
    As he left so that she might change into it, Hilda caught his sleeve at the door and leaned in for a whispered word: “Don’t you worry, Master Oliver, I won’t let her out of my sight. Not that you need worry about Prince Leif: he’s a good lad.” 
 
    Amused, Oliver kept his face properly grave and thanked her, then slipped out.  
 
    Pale, early sunlight fell through the windows, white panels on the flags bright enough to make him squint and hiss as it assaulted his aching eyes. Ugh. No more mistress for him – a twofold thought that left him snorting to himself as he made for the staircase.  
 
    He passed people on the stairs, some of them servants in aprons and bearing trays and steaming pitchers, and he nodded a silent hello to all of them, earning smiles and nods in return. He’d always gone out of his way to thank and greet the serving men and women in Drakewell – after all, he wasn’t a lordling for them to dote and wait on, even if he was, mostly, always welcome at the family table. They were friendlier, here, though, a few even offering a “good morning.” Two called him by name, and he supposed, at this point, everyone in the palace knew who the slim, auburn-haired strangers were.  
 
    Breakfast was already well under way in the great hall; he could hear the clatter and murmur of it as he crossed the gallery, and the scent of fresh bread wafted up over the rail. A glance proved the trestles were laid out, occupied by an assortment of men and women, sitting in cliques. Some in fine velvets and furs, their hair braided elaborately. Lords, ladies, perhaps merchants, Oliver thought. But other tables held working men and women in plainer, sturdier clothes, and there was even the odd guardsman or two, sitting together and smoking pipes while they ate. The children had congregated together at one table, a flurry of waving arms, and crumbs, and bright, excited voices. Oliver spotted the redhead and the blond he’d seen in the library yesterday; the redhead climbed half across the table to pelt another boy with biscuit crumbs, and the blond tugged him back down to the bench with a reproach.  
 
    Oliver found a long side-table heaped with platters and cloth-covered baskets, a stack of pewter dishes, and helped himself to bread, butter, strawberry jam, and some bacon. And a very tall mug of what smelled like very strong tea, no sugar.  
 
    Then, already-sour stomach twisting, he had to figure out where to sit. It was an anxiety with which he was well-familiar: sitting beside the wrong person could be social suicide in Drakewell. For instance, while he’d always had a place with one of his cousins, sitting beside anyone else titled would have earned him the cut direct. No one had seemed to care that he was a bastard last night, nor this morning, if the servants’ warm greetings were anything to go by. Still, he noted some of the men in finer clothes eyeing him skeptically. Was it because he was a bastard? Or so clearly foreign? 
 
    It was tempting to set his plate back on the serving table, and flee, hangover be damned.  
 
    But then a voice called, “Oliver! Over here!”  
 
    Rune stood up from his seat and waved, his young face split in a wide grin. Birger sat beside him, his expression fondly amused as he regarded the prince.  
 
    Oliver hesitated. Heads were turning toward the prince, and toward him. Rune waved more exaggeratedly, and said, “Sit with me!” 
 
    There were some head shakes, some murmurs.  
 
    Here was a prince asking a visiting bastard to come have breakfast with him. Oliver couldn’t decide which would be more damning in the Aeretolleans’ eyes: refusing, and sitting off by himself, or joining their prince. 
 
    Rune made a pleading face. “Come on. Birger’s boring me to death. I’m dying – literally dying.” 
 
    Birger huffed. 
 
    Oliver took a deep breath, and crossed the room to settle on the bench opposite Rune, keenly aware of the eyes that followed his progress. “You do look peaky,” he deadpanned, and earned a scandalized face from Rune – a false one, it quickly melted into a laugh – and an approving grin from Birger. “Good morning to you both.” 
 
    “How’s the head?” Birger asked, knowingly.  
 
    Oliver lifted his mug and made a face. “Hopefully the tea will help.” It was probably his imagination, but he thought the first few swallows eased the band of tension wrapped around his temples. “What’s so boring?” he asked Rune.  
 
    Rune grimaced. “Trade negotiations.”  
 
    With the air of a man who’d said it hundreds of times, Birger said, “Every prince worth his salt knows who his strongest, and weakest trade partners are.” 
 
    Rune rolled his eyes theatrically and crammed bacon in his mouth.  
 
    Birger sent Oliver an imploring look.  
 
    Oliver swallowed a mouthful of buttered bread and said, “That’s true. There’s a big difference between an ally, and someone looking to ally against you because they think you cheated them on grain.” 
 
    Birger hid a smirk in his own mug. 
 
    Rune scoffed. “We don’t cheat anyone on grain.” 
 
    “I’m not saying you do. But trade isn’t just about getting what you need, and selling what you don’t. There’s politics at play. If someone gives one of your allies a better deal, they might think of shifting alliances. Trade is just like marriage: it’s all a power play.” 
 
    Birger nodded approvingly.  
 
    Rune said, “You sound like Birger.” 
 
    “And could sound like you if you’d pay better attention,” Birger said.  
 
    Rune began ripping a piece of bread to bits, knee bouncing under the table hard enough to rattle their plates. “I don’t need to know about any of that. That’ll be Leif’s problem. He’ll be king, and I’ll be his right hand. It’s more important that I understand battle statistics. I’m the spare, and spares are always warriors.” 
 
    Oliver would have been the spare, the warrior, had he been legitimate. And had his health been better.  
 
    Birger heaved a deep, put-upon sigh. “Lad,” he said to Rune. “You have room in your head for battle statistics and politics. Do you not think you’d be a better help to your brother if you studied both?” 
 
    Rune sniffed and began eating the bread pieces.  
 
    “And do you know why there’s a spare?” Birger pressed. “Hm? Your uncle never thought he’d be king, either, not when he was your age.” 
 
    Rune froze a moment, dark eyes widening. He swallowed, and his gaze dropped to his plate, his hands very still. Contrite. “No,” he mumbled.  
 
    Birger patted his arm. “We’ll leave it for now. But this is important.” 
 
    Rune nodded. Ate bread in silence for a few moments, then lifted his gaze to Oliver and the sparkle returned to it. “I’m training today. Going to put Lord Belgard’s boys on their asses.” 
 
    Birger shook his head, but chuckled.  
 
    Rune said, “Want to come watch?” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “I won’t make you spar,” Rune assured, then tipped his head. “Unless you want to…?” 
 
    “Watching’s plenty exciting for me, thanks.” 
 
    If it was possible, the boy brightened further. “You’ll come?” 
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    “Ha! Wait here. I have to go and get my things.” He bolted up from the table, leaving his dirty plate behind, and went sprinting for the staircase.”  
 
    Birger said, “Oh, to be that young again. The energy of them at that age.” 
 
    “I never had that much energy at his age,” Oliver said. 
 
    Birger snorted. “More brains, though, I’d wager.” 
 
    Oliver shrugged, uncertain of the praise; he wasn’t used to it. “King Erik is a second son, then?” He knew that he was, but he’d only read it in a book passage, a few throwaway lines about Prince Arne falling in battle beside his father, the aging King Frode. 
 
    Birger looked at him like he suspected Oliver wasn’t ignorant of the fact, but answered readily enough. “Aye. Third, actually. Herleif died when they were only children.” His expression grew somber. “Terrible thing. Unexpected. The queen was disconsolate. Arne became heir, and he took to it gamely. Erik was wild back then. Like Rune, only – less happy.” He shook his head. “Losing his father and brother, so soon after the queen fell to illness, it broke something inside him. Something weakened by Herleif’s death.” His gaze shifted to sternness. “I tell you this so that you might think better of him, not to go spreading his personal family history about.” 
 
    Oliver paused, mug halfway to his mouth. “I understand,” he said, hoping to convey just how much so. 
 
    Birger held his gaze a moment longer, then nodded, and stood. “If the young ones do decide to marry, I suspect you and I will have much to discuss in the coming weeks. We’ll talk soon.” He smiled and ambled off.  
 
    Oliver picked at his bread crust, and wondered what Erik’s blue eyes would look like young and full of vigor – almost as much as he wondered what they’d look like full of happiness.  
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    Tessa had known her entire life that she would marry, and marry a lord of some kind at that. She’d been thirteen before she’d finally started feeling a faint kindling of heat in her belly when she looked at a pretty boy. A flush in her cheeks, a fluttering in her chest, a sense of running out of air, and terrible nerves; she’d worked hard to break the habit of knotting her fingers together, though she’d fallen back into it only last night.  
 
    Her mother had talked about the need to make a smart match. But Father – Father: if she let him slip into her thoughts now, pain knifed through her, leaving her reeling and sick – had said he’d find her a good match, and the softness of his smile had told her that smart and good were very different things.  
 
    A year ago, the heir of Hope Hall, the trim and tidy, handsome, golden-haired Lord Reginald had accepted her favor at the May Day tourney; had bowed his bright head in thanks, his straight, confident smile leaving her insides like jelly. So much had changed in a year. 
 
    Everything had changed. 
 
    Lord Reginald was off to war, and here she was in Aeres, pacing beside a prince instead, as they walked through a quiet, snow-mantled garden filled only with the tittering of birds, and the sigh of the breeze in the dormant fruit tree branches.  
 
    Tessa had never loved Lord Reginald, not even from afar; for her, love seemed to require something beyond distant glimpses and vivid imaginings. Her friends had all professed their undying love to young lords they’d never met, but Tessa had only ever loved her family, and her favorite dog, and she thought there must be something wrong with her not to feel such aching tenderness as the other girls described.  
 
    It was only ever a physical warmth for her, pleasant, but fleeting, and not enough to build a life upon. She would marry when it was required of her, for her family’s sake, but she didn’t dare hope for love.  
 
    Admiration, though… 
 
    Lord Reginald’s most striking feature had been his gleaming golden hair, cropped in short curls in the Southern fashion.  
 
    Leif’s hair was gold, too – though not a single shade. Instead a bright spill of honey, and amber, and straw, and pure, spun gold, a rare ocher strand visible in the small braids he wore behind his ears. Silver beads and brilliant sapphires winked within its mass, decorating his braids; a heavy silver barrette held it back from his face, and the rest tumbled down across his shoulders.  
 
    Broad shoulders, made broader by leather and fur. He was much bigger than Reginald; she could see the way his arms bunched and flexed, testing his sleeves in a way that reminded her of the strong, bare arms of their blacksmith back home. He’d been young, their blacksmith, fresh from an apprenticeship, always with a smile, always whistling, arms gleaming with sweat. She’d always liked watching him work, when she could sneak a glimpse; had felt the flushed face and fluttery chest that should have been reserved only for handsome young lords.  
 
    Leif wasn’t built a thing like the lords back home, with his confident walk, and his large hands, and his big boots, and his short beard, a shade darker than his brilliant hair. But he was still handsome, she thought; very much so.  
 
    And his eyes, when he paused beside the frozen fountain, and turned to regard her, were the blue of the cloud-brushed sky over his shoulder.  
 
    The fluttering behind her breastbone intensified – tripled, when he rubbed at the back of his neck, and said, cheeks pink with self-consciousness, “It’s much prettier in the summer, when there’s flowers. Now there’s just…” He flapped a hand. “Snow.” He shrugged, and, despite his size and visually obvious toughness, looked a bit helpless.  
 
    Tessa found herself smiling. It was terribly endearing, his awkwardness. The young lords of Aquitania all spoke in droll, practiced riddles. Seemingly benign comments that were undercut with sly, sideways glances. Virgin she might be, but she knew a predator’s gaze when she saw one, and she did not see that in Leif now – only the uncertainty of an overgrown boy unsure how to go about all of this.  
 
    It was a great comfort.  
 
    “I’m sure it’s lovely,” she said. “Are those apple trees?” 
 
    “What? Oh, oh yes!” he said with relief. “And pears, too. Some cherries over there. Mum’s mad about the blooms in spring; she ordered them special from Aberforth.” He grinned, warming to the topic, and pointed to the nearest one. “Rune fell out of that one when he was three and broke his arm. He didn’t even cry – just bit his tongue until it bled, even when they reset the bone.” 
 
    She chuckled, envisioning it. “Poor thing!” 
 
    Leif was grinning wide now, nerves forgotten, and leaned in close, voice going conspiratorial. “Mum said he must have cracked his head, then, too, the way he turned out.” 
 
    Tessa laughed. “She did not.” 
 
    He shrugged. “You met her. She likes honesty.” His eyes crinkled at the corners when his smile widened, and she could see that when he was a little older he’d have generous laugh lines there. He also had dimples, she noted, just visible beneath his beard.  
 
    Hilda cleared her throat behind them, and Leif pulled back, eyes popping comically wide.  
 
    “Where to next, my prince?” Hilda asked. “Perhaps the training yard? It sounds like something’s happening over there.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh, right. Yes.” He gestured. “Shall we?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She fell into step beside him as they proceeded up the path, but didn’t reach to take his arm on her own, nor did he offer, not as Birger had last night, nor as the lords back home would have. She didn’t think it cold of him; rather, she thought he was afraid of frightening her. Everything about him, except for rare moments, like the glimpse of his dimpled smile, spoke of caution and restraint.  
 
    She appreciated that. 
 
    The garden path led through an arched stone arbor with an open iron gate, and from there opened to a broader, more heavily-traveled path across the palace grounds, the flagstones crusted with a rime of snow that had been compacted and smoothed by the passage of many feet. Lady Revna had loaned her a pair of Northern ladies’ boots, too, and Tessa was grateful for their sturdiness now.  
 
    They skirted the stables, and the reindeer barns, and Leif pointed out the mews where the hunting hawks and messenger falcons were kept, promising to introduce her to his favorite birds later. They approached a small building of notched logs with a steep, snow-mounded roof, and she heard the sounds of metal clanging, and men grunting and swearing with effort.  
 
    “This is where we keep the practice swords and axes,” Leif explained, and they stepped around the building and found the training yard.  
 
    It was larger than she expected, much larger than the one at Drake Hold. A long rectangle bordered by low walls, and overlooked by an upper and lower gallery on the side of the palace itself. Benches and weapon racks lined the inner walls; barrels in the corners held water, or sand, or sawdust, she suspected. Sword and tilting dummies were arranged at the far end, and at the near end, she saw three men sparring with blunted practice swords, the ring and clang and shriek of the steel loud enough to have her wincing.  
 
    She spotted two pale heads and one dark. Rune was fighting two opponents at once, both other boys bulkier than him.  
 
    “Oh,” she said, and, before she’d realized it, clutched at Leif’s sleeve. “He’s outnumbered.” 
 
    Leif snorted – but shifted a step closer so her hand rested on his arm beneath the thick wool and leather of his sleeve. “Numbers don’t count when you’re dealing with those two. Rune can handle himself fine.” 
 
    Yesterday, Rune had said he was better with a bow than with a blade, and if that was true, he must be a fierce archer, she surmised, because he was…ferocious with a sword.  
 
    In only boots, breeches, and a long leather jerkin over a tunic with the sleeves pushed up, he struck, and swirled, and ducked, and struck again, fluid and graceful as a dancer. His dark hair fanned out around him, the silver beads at the ends of his braids slapping at his back and shoulders. His dark eyes were fairly sparkling, and he laughed as he drove one brother back and then whirled to kick the other square in the stomach.  
 
    If Leif was handsome, Rune was pretty, the cut of his cheekbones, nose, and jaw sharper, more refined. He wore his beard shaved down to the grain, only a shadow along the harsh edge of his jaw, and though as tall as his brother, he moved more lightly, more quickly.  
 
    The first opponent rallied, and Rune met his strike with one, two, three counterstrikes of his own. On the last, he flicked his wrist, slid his blade down the length of the others’ caught it by the crossbeam, and disarmed his opponent in a blink. The sword sailed away, a flash of brightness in the sunlight, and landed on the snow.  
 
    In the next breath, Rune spun and brought his sword down in a high arc, as his opponent went low, jumped the swipe of the other boy’s sword, and clapped him in the shoulder with the flat of his own blade.  
 
    The boy bellowed, his hand went limp, and the sword fell.  
 
    Rune thrust his own sword skyward, crowing his victory, while his opponents rubbed their hurts and scowled at him. When he turned and found them standing there, watching, he was grinning wide, and white, and dazzling, eyes creasing in the same way that his brother’s did, their warm, chocolate brown alight with joy.  
 
    Tessa found herself grinning back, and that was before Rune lowered his sword, tilted his head – dark, sweaty hair clinging to his neck, beads clicking together – and winked at her. “Did you come to watch, too, my lady?” 
 
    Her chest fluttered anew.  
 
    “Come to watch you showing off?” Leif asked. 
 
    Tessa said, “Too?” 
 
    Rune pointed behind him with his sword. “I dragged your cousin along. In a minute, I’m gonna put a sword in his hand, just watch.” 
 
    Against the far wall, sitting on a bench, furred cloak pulled tight around him, Oliver shook his head, eyes going wide. “No, no, he’s not. I’m only watching, Rune.” It sounded like he’d said that more than once while he’d been out here.  
 
    “Aw, but that’s no fun,” Rune complained.  
 
    Oliver, cheeks and the tip of his nose pink with cold, shook his head again, more firmly. “Not going to happen. No. Nope.” 
 
    “Oh,” Tessa said again, more quietly, as Rune turned and pleaded his case in earnest, holding out his own sword in offering. Oliver lifted a hand in protest, tried to look stern, but a smile cracked through. He’d smiled so seldom, lately, and the flash of teeth and the brightening of his eyes made him look his age, thirty, and smoothed the tension of premature stress lines from his brow.  
 
    “What?” Leif whispered beside her.  
 
    “Ollie,” she murmured. “It’s nice to see him smiling.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When Oliver refused to be swayed, Leif agreed to spar with his brother, and Tessa went to sit on the bench beside her cousin. Hilda sat a discreet distance away, and Tessa was starting to think she didn’t miss Hannah staying behind at all.  
 
    She watched Leif shrug off his cloak and toss it onto another bench; his tunic stretched tight across his broad shoulders as he took a blunted practice sword down off the rack.  
 
    Rune kept moving, to keep his muscles warm, she knew from watching her brother’s training, once upon a time. He looked ready, eager, and despite the gleam of sweat on his brow, not at all tired from his earlier efforts.  
 
    “So,” Oliver said, and his tone had her glancing over, and finding his faux-innocent expression. “How was your tour?” 
 
    She fought to keep her face serene. “It was very nice.” 
 
    “Very nice.” 
 
    “Yes. Very.” 
 
    His lips twitched, once, before he forced them still, but his eyes danced. His tone was mild when he said, “How was the view?” His gaze cut not-so-subtly toward Leif, stretching his arms up over his ready, readying for the match.  
 
    “I liked the garden, even though it’s buried under snow.” 
 
    “Tess.” 
 
    “Ollie.” 
 
    A smirk finally broke loose across his face.  
 
    “Stop,” Tessa said, as he chuckled, and turned her now-hot face away.  
 
    With a mutual shout, the princes lunged toward one another, and the match began with the chime of steel on steel.  
 
    Tessa had never told anyone, because she’d worried it wouldn’t be seen as a ladylike trait, but she’d always enjoyed watching matches like these. The ringing of the blades coming together, the tricky footwork. The show of strength – and, yes, she could admit, the view: strong, skilled bodies pushed to their limit without life or death stakes at play. She felt a thrill build inside her, a flash and ripple of excitement, and didn’t try to keep from knitting her fingers together, and squeezing tight.  
 
    It became quickly apparent that Leif was stronger, but Rune was faster. Leif would deliver a devastating blow that had Rune wincing, and the steel screaming, but then Rune would whirl, and dodge, and dance back out of reach again. Their sounds of exertion echoed off the stone walls.  
 
    “Rune is too impatient,” Oliver said softly, after a while, and she imagined they were back in Drakewell, sitting in a window ledge together, watching John batter soldiers in the yard. Oliver had always had a keen eye for form, even if he never engaged in matches himself. “He knows what he ought to do, but he doesn’t follow through like he should. That was fine with those other two blockheads, but Leif is much stronger and more skilled than them.” 
 
    Tessa nodded. “He’s very quick, though.” 
 
    “Sometimes quick is enough,” he said, sagely, “but sometimes it isn’t.” 
 
    Leif dropped back, and seemed to lower his guard.  
 
    “Don’t fall for it,” Oliver whispered.  
 
    Rune grinned, and rushed in. A few moments later, with a ring and a clatter, Rune’s sword went flying.  
 
    “Fuck,” he cursed, hotly, and shoved both hands back through his sweat-damp, tangled hair. The move offered a glimpse of his throat, strong and lean, sweat sliding down it in glistening ribbons. A few curls of dark chest hair peeked from the gapped laces at the neck of his tunic, and the fabric clung to the strong, lean muscles of his shoulders, arms, back, and chest.  
 
    “Go on and get it,” Leif said, graciously, and Tessa jerked her gaze back to him.  
 
    Leif was the one who’d been showing her around all morning.  
 
    Leif was the elder, the heir. 
 
    It was Leif’s hand in marriage King Erik had offered her.  
 
    And he cut a splendid figure, with his heavy arms, and broad shoulders. When he lifted the tail of his tunic to wipe at his face, he flashed them a bit of solid, toned, lightly-furred stomach.  
 
    But Rune swore again as he picked up his sword, and flicked snow off his fingertips, and Tessa’s gaze fixed on the unhappy curl of his mouth; her fingers twitched when she saw the way his braids were coming unraveled, wild and in need of redoing.  
 
    Belatedly, she realized Oliver had been speaking.  
 
    “Tessa?” 
 
    “Sorry, what?” She cast her gaze around the practice yard, face even more heated, feeling caught out. She searched for something, anything on which to pin her attention so that she wouldn’t have to admit to anything.  
 
    “Who are you–” 
 
    “Look,” she said, as a distraction appeared at the gap in the wall, arms folded, heavy fur-trimmed cloak flapping in the breeze. “The king.” 
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    If not for last night’s eavesdropping, Oliver would have been even more worried by what he’d just glimpsed. He liked to think that he could read his cousin fairly well, and despite King Erik’s assertion that she could have Leif for husband, Tessa’s attention most definitely kept straying toward Rune. The cold could be blamed for the pink in her cheeks, and the rapture in her gaze – but Oliver was well aware that people got a certain look about them when they spotted someone who stirred the fire inside them.  
 
    He couldn’t say that he blamed her. Rune was pretty in a masculine way; he was effervescent and eager and all the things young maidens might find attractive. In a few years, once he’d matured, he would be a sight to behold.  
 
    Now, though, he didn’t have any of his uncle’s… 
 
    “Look,” Tessa said, sitting up straighter, “the king.” 
 
    Oliver chose to label the sensation that ripped through him and left him jerking upright as fear, though he knew that wasn’t right at all. His palms tingled and prickled, and he shoved his hands into his armpits and schooled his features with the force of long habit. It was a shame no one ever invited him to play cards, because he was an excellent bluffer.  
 
    Flanked by two mail-clad, helmeted king’s guards, Erik stood with arms folded, weight shifted negligently to one foot, gaze trained on his sparring nephews. He wore crimson today, a richly embroidered tunic cinched around his trim waist with a wide, jewel-studded belt, over dark leggings, and his heavy, fur-topped boots. A knee-length leather coat swirled around his calves, along with the dark cloak whose fur padded out his shoulders.  
 
    His face Oliver looked at last, the clean, harsh set of jaw, and brows, the proud nose, the eyes clear and cold as the frozen landscape around them. The wind caught at his hair, set strands waving across his face, and he tossed it back with a quick, mindless flick of his head. 
 
    And then his gaze shifted and met Oliver’s.  
 
    That sensation rippled again – flashed, a bolt of heated, fractious, unwanted thoughts and emotions that speared right through him, and left him fighting to keep his expression neutral.  
 
    It was over in a moment, Erik looking back toward his nephews. “Rune,” he called, “shore up your grip.” 
 
    Tessa made a small, amused sound beside him. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Sorry, I had a tickle in my throat,” she said, sweetly, and a glance proved she had fingertips pressed to her neck, expression one of gentle concern.  
 
    Oliver snorted.  
 
    When he looked back toward the action, Erik was shrugging off his cloak, handing it to one of his guards, and taking Rune’s sword for himself. “Now, watch,” he told his nephew, as he circled Leif, twirling the sword, shifting it effortlessly from hand to hand as he warmed up. He didn’t merely walk, but stalked. Leif looked ready, but no longer so confident. “It’s good to be eager,” Erik continued, “but you move too much. You give yourself away.” He settled into a ready stance, utterly still, not so much as a tremor in the sword. “You make it too easy for your opponent to–” 
 
    He cut off mid-sentence, and struck.  
 
    Leif got his sword up in time, and the blades struck with a sound like the harsh crack of a bell in winter. Leif and Rune had crashed together much the same way, and Rune had pushed back when Leif sought to press his strength advantage.  
 
    Undoubtedly, Erik was the stronger party, here, but he pulled back, rather than press. Leif pursued, and then it was a flurry of strikes and parries, steel chiming and scraping.  
 
    Oliver had always enjoyed watching this sort of thing; it had become a sort of game for him, predicting who would come out victorious. He liked to study technique, footwork, compare approaches and tactics. He always knew who was about to cheat, and who would eventually outmuscle the other party. He’d known, for example, that Rune couldn’t last against his brother, and had been keeping up a running checklist of all the ways the brothers differed, and approached the craft of swordsmanship the same way. They’d been trained by the same hands, held the same heroes on pedestals, but each brought their own particular strengths to bear.  
 
    He was ashamed to admit that he wasn’t watching for footwork and gauging striking distances now. His gaze kept catching on the flare of Erik’s coat when he spun; the visible play of tendons and muscles in his wrists when he brought the sword down; the way his breath steamed white through parted lips, and the way he almost looked like he smiled a time or two, a quick curl at the corner of his mouth. His movements were a blend of Leif’s and Rune’s, part dancer, part deadly bludgeoner, honed, perfected, polished by years of training, and hard, bloody battle experience.  
 
    Even alone with his nephew, only playing with a blunted practice sword, he was a sight to behold. 
 
    He was, in a word: magnificent.  
 
    Wild, Birger had called him before. But less happy. Oliver could almost see him, then; could almost overlay the stern, joyless, burdened king that he’d met with the flashfire, angry spark of a young man good at killing, and better at driving half the kingdom mad.  
 
    Leif’s sword went flying, and he let out a dismayed cry, right before the tip of his uncle’s sword came to rest at his throat.  
 
    “And you’re dead,” Erik said, matter-of-factly.  
 
    Leif grimaced, panting to catch his breath.  
 
    Rune laughed over his brother’s defeat. 
 
    Erik held a smug smirk for a long moment, and then he blinked, and stepped back, his sword falling. Oliver didn’t think anyone else noticed that, for a moment, the king’s face was stamped with horror, his gaze faraway. Erik stood a moment, sword tip resting in the snow, strong chest heaving as he fought for breath, all the color of exertion bleeding out of his cheeks.  
 
    Then the king turned, and caught sight of Oliver, and Oliver saw the wall come up; saw the awful, iron mask of indifference cover Erik’s features, until he was back to stern and scowling, and Oliver thought that moment of memory and loss had only been his imagination.  
 
    Tessa started clapping, gloved palms coming together delicately. “That was wonderful!” 
 
    Rune was still laughing.  
 
    Leif looked shame-faced.  
 
    Erik inclined his head and said, “Don’t judge my nephew too harshly, my lady. He would have bested anyone else.” 
 
    “I thought he was splendid,” Tessa said, and one corner of Leif’s mouth hitched upward in a softer version of his uncle’s quick smile.  
 
    “And what of you, Mr. Meacham?” Erik asked, and it took every ounce of self-control Oliver possessed not to startle.  
 
    He lifted his brows as mildly as he could. “Beg pardon?” 
 
    With an easy flick, Erik tossed the sword, gripped it by its dulled blade, and offered the pommel to Oliver. He was smirking now, subtly, blue eyes bright. “Let’s see what you can do.” 
 
    Oliver could only stare at him a long moment, until that infuriating smirk deepened. “No,” he finally said. “No, that’s – thank you, but I can’t do anything, really. It wouldn’t be much fun to watch.” 
 
    The sword thrust in closer. “I insist.” 
 
    Oliver scolded himself for all such unhelpful thoughts as magnificent. For not denying Tessa’s claim that there was kindness to be found here.  
 
    He hated this man. And his smirk, and his blue eyes, and the sweat at his temples, and his windblown hair, and the way his tunic clung to his chest. 
 
    He almost refused. But he could hear Leif and Rune murmuring to one another, and the guards were watching, and a clear challenge shone in Erik’s eyes. This was a man who wouldn’t be satisfied until he’d humiliated him. Until he’d proved his worthlessness in front of witnesses.  
 
    Perhaps hate wasn’t a strong enough word.  
 
    Stomach churning with nerves and fury, Oliver reached up and gripped the sword, gratified by the quick flicker of surprise on Erik’s face.  
 
    Then the king turned away and went to retrieve another sword from the rack.  
 
    “Ollie,” Tessa whispered. “You don’t have to.” 
 
    “Oh, yes I do. He’s seen to that.” He stood, and took a few deep breaths. Shook out his hands and arms. 
 
    “Cloak,” Tessa said behind him.  
 
    “Right.” He unpinned it, and she stepped up to pull it off his shoulders. When he glanced back to throw her a grateful look, she offered an encouraging smile. It didn’t serve its purpose, but it was nice to think that one of his last sights would be of his cousin’s sweet gesture.  
 
    Without his cloak, the cold pricked right through the light, Drakewell wool of his clothes, chilling him immediately. His toes were already numb from sitting out here in his thin, kidskin boots, and his first steps across the yard were clumsy and unsure, pain spiking through the soles of his feet.  
 
    He didn’t bother to stretch. What was the use?  
 
    When he’d found a spot in the trampled snow that seemed as good as any, braced his feet, gripped his sword with both shaking, clammy hands, and lifted his head, he found Erik poised and ready across from him, his face a blank wall, save his eyes, which glittered. A quick glance revealed – to his surprise – that Leif and Rune stood shoulder-to-shoulder, and they didn’t look eager for the spectacle to come, but, rather, concerned, brows knitted together so their family resemblance was more pronounced.  
 
    Huh, Oliver thought, that’s interesting.  
 
    And then a flash of movement snared his attention and he lifted his sword and focused on staying alive.  
 
    The first impact hurt. The impact juddered up the blade, into his hands, his wrists, his arms, his shoulders. Oliver felt it in his chest, a resonance that echoed the clang of steel, and he couldn’t stop the gasp that burst up out of his throat. Immediately his hands and arms were all pins and needles from the shock, but Erik was already swinging the next blow.  
 
    Clang.  
 
    Clang. 
 
    Shlick. His numb fingers closed on empty air, and the sword went spinning off to land soundlessly in the snow.  
 
    Erik stepped back, and lowered his own weapon. “Go pick it up.” 
 
    “Uncle,” Leif said. 
 
    Erik tipped his head toward the lost sword in silent command.  
 
    Teeth gritted, body vibrating from the exchange of blows, Oliver went to fetch the sword. When he returned to his place, it began again.  
 
    And again, his sword went flying. 
 
    Chin tucked, glowering at Oliver through dark lashes, Erik said, “Pick it up.” 
 
    The thought of that, of doing it again, and again, and again, until he had frostbite, and a chill, and hurt all over, and had been made an utter laughingstock left Oliver’s eyes stinging. His father’s voice filled his mind: “Pick it up! You useless worm! Pick it up!” 
 
    He didn’t go retrieve the sword. He put his hands on his hips, sucked in a breath of cold air that burned his lungs, and said, “You’re a bully.”  
 
    Silence reigned for the span of a few heartbeats, throbbing hard in Oliver’s ears. He heard the distant sounds of habitation at the palace behind them; heard the cackle of ravens flying overhead.  
 
    Erik said, “What?” in a very flat voice.  
 
    Passive-aggressive Amelia had called him once, grinning. When you finally blow, you blow hard.  
 
    He took a step closer to the king. “You, your majesty, are a bully. I told you I was no good with a sword, but you handed me one anyway. You are ordering me to fight you. Does it give you pleasure to pick on people smaller than you? Weaker than you? Do you enjoy the thought of making a fool of me in front of others? When will you be satisfied, hm? When you’ve got me flat on my back and begging you?” 
 
    “Gods,” Rune breathed. “Uncle’s going to kill him.” 
 
    “Ollie,” Tessa hissed.  
 
    He ignored her – ignored everyone save Erik, who he matched glare-for-glare. He didn’t care if his own scowl was a pitiful, too-pretty thing; knew he must look ridiculous with his windblown curls, and his red nose, and his tear-bright eyes, in his stupid Southern wools in pale blues and greens and creams. He bared his teeth in a sad attempt at a snarl and said, “I expected better of you, King Erik. What sort of warrior attacks the defenseless?” 
 
    “Going to kill him,” Leif said.  
 
    At another time, Erik’s expression would have been remarkable. It flickered between flashes of some intense, nameless emotion that pressed grooves between his brows and brightened his eyes, and then he’d go utterly blank and slack, like a carved bit of statuary.  
 
    He said nothing, though. Not a word. Held his body eerily still; if not for the occasional glimpse of life in his gaze, and the visible throb of the pulse in his strong throat, Oliver might have thought he’d been turned to stone.  
 
    When no answer came, Oliver held out a hand. “Come on, Tessa, and let’s see what’s for lunch.” 
 
    After a moment, her hand landed in his, and he closed his own around it, too tight – but she squeezed back. And he managed to walk them away, back toward the palace, without having to crouch down and put his head between his knees.  
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    “I’m sorry,” Oliver said, for probably the eighth time, his voice muffled by his hands, into which he’d buried his face.  
 
    “I really don’t think it’s that bad, Ollie,” Tessa said, ever the peacemaker.  
 
    Lunch was just being laid out when they’d entered the great hall, but by that point, Oliver had been shaking badly. They’d grabbed bread, cheese, and a few ham slices, rolled it up in a napkin, and stolen upstairs. Oliver had only managed a few bites before he’d pushed the food away and fallen into a rapid spiral of ever-deepening anxiety. What had felt so good to say in the moment had more than likely just cost them any chance for an alliance with Aeretoll.  
 
    Hilda was bustling about the chamber, tidying. She clucked her tongue in a motherly way. “He’ll come around, you’ll see. It’s good for him to get his proud hind end handed to him every now and then. Keeps him humble.” 
 
    Oliver groaned.  
 
    A knock sounded at the door, and Hilda went to answer it. Oliver heard the rustle of skirts, and then a laugh. Lady Revna said, “Oh, Oliver, it can’t be as bad as all that.” 
 
    “Good afternoon, Lady Revna,” Tessa said, then, a moment later, more shyly: “Revna.” 
 
    “You learn fast,” Revna said.  
 
    Oliver lifted his head and found the king’s sister standing just inside the room, dressed in warm gray wool buttoned to her throat, a beaded leather shawl draped fashionably over one shoulder, her hair tied up in a neat bun that dripped beaded braids. She folded her arms, and tilted her head, and looked very like her brother, save for the merriment in her eyes, a much warmer blue, like Leif’s. 
 
    Looking at her didn’t make him feel better, but it didn’t make him feel worse, either. “I have a tendency to let my mouth get ahead of my mind at times, my lady,” he said.  
 
    “Lamb, a mountain could let its mouth get ahead of its mind when it comes to my brother. He has a talent for bringing it out in people. From what I hear, you were more than justified.” 
 
    He winced. “Who told you?” 
 
    “My boys. Only tripping over each other to come give me the gossip.” When she grinned, it was all teeth, a wolfish smile, for all her friendliness. “They’re both suitably impressed.” 
 
    He groaned again. 
 
    Revna came deeper into the room, and patted his shoulder. “You’re fine, no worries. Erik’ll get over it.” Then she turned to Tessa. “I’m off to do a bit of shopping. Any chance you’d care to join me?” 
 
    Tessa lit up at the idea, and, after assuring Oliver that they would take Hilda and a handful of guards as escort, he left to allow Tessa some privacy to change clothes and prepare. He wandered next door to his own chamber, but quickly tired of it after he’d paced its width a dozen times.  
 
    The idea of going down to the great hall, or walking the grounds, potentially bumping into Erik, or even the princes, left him nauseous, but he needed a distraction. Eventually, he stole down to the library.  
 
    It wasn’t empty. The gaggle of children he’d seen twice now were camped out at a table, ignoring the books spread before them in favor of slapping the ends of quills at one another.  
 
    They were noisy, but far less intimidating than an insulted king. Oliver turned his back to them and began to peruse the shelves. The books seemed to be sorted via subject, and he searched until he found the collection of texts on history. He found the sorts of titles he would expect: books about the Northern Waste, the clans, the kingdom of Aeretoll, biographies of its kings, and their battles with Aquitainia, Seles, and the Waste clans. Texts about the gods, translations of the great foundational myths.  
 
    But there were books about the history of Aquitainia, too, none of them titles he’d ever encountered in the libraries of Drakewell. Frowning, he fingered the embossed spine of a book that proclaimed itself The Ancient Histories of the Drake Lords, and the Eventual Duchy of Drakewell. A symbol was embossed there, too, and after a moment, he realized it wasn’t the drake of his homeland’s banner, but a small, tightly-coiled dragon.  
 
    “Hey. Hey, you,” a small voice said behind him.  
 
    He turned to find the redheaded boy standing in his chair. The blond boy was trying to tug him back down, but he shrugged him off, and the other boys were all twisted around in their chairs to stare at Oliver.  
 
    “Hello,” Oliver said.  
 
    The boy wiped his nose absently with the back of one small hand and said, “Are you the bastard?” 
 
    “Bo!” the blond boy hissed, to no avail.  
 
    Something about this place, about the way people just asked the sorts of things only spoken about in glances and hushed asides back home, was taking the sting out of the word. “I’m Oliver Meacham,” he said, “and I’m a bastard, yes.” 
 
    The boy – Bo’s – mouth fell open, and he gaped a moment. Then he pulled in a deep breath and said, “My friend Ivar’s a bastard. He doesn’t seem to mind it.” 
 
    “No, I suppose not,” Oliver said. “Pudding tastes the same, bastard or not. And honeycakes.” 
 
    The boy blinked at him – and then grinned, revealing gapped teeth.  
 
    The blond boy finally succeeded in tugging Bo back down into his chair with a muttered reprimand. “Don’t mind him, sir, he’s soft in the head.” 
 
    “Hey! Am not!” 
 
    “Why else would you ask that?” 
 
    A tussle broke out, and Oliver found himself grinning. Even if he’d never been one for that sort of roughhousing, he appreciated the honest show of temper, an insult said to someone’s face, rather than the den of vipers at Drakewell’s court.  
 
    A stoop-shouldered, scholarly-looking man with a white beard thumped into the room, and promptly whacked the edge of the table with his walking stick. The boys all jumped, startled, and faced forward, heads down meekly.  
 
    Oliver chuckled to himself, selected a few books, and went to climb up into one of the cushioned window seats, content to be hidden away and in the company of the best of friends: words.  
 
    The first volume he opened, squat, thick, and well-handled, was a biography of Erik’s grandfather, King Halfdan the Half-Blood. From the first page, Oliver realized he was dealing with a biographer with a clever tongue, and a heart for the dramatic, and he sunk down deeper against his fur pillow and went walking back through Erik’s lineage.  
 
    Halfdan’s grandfather, Rolf, had been born of an Aquitainian mother, and a father said to be a hulking brute of a man nearly seven-feet-tall, the heir to the Northern Úlfheðnar clan – the “wolf-shirts.” A fierce warrior, but one with a clear head for negotiations, and a tendency toward mercy, Rolf had been sent to Aquitainia to be educated, and, upon his return to Aeretoll, only then just beginning to design itself a true kingdom apart from the constantly-feuding clans of the North, one with a foot in each region, he’d begun the construction of the palace at Aeres, placing the ceremonial foundation stones himself, the mortar mixed with the blood of a new-killed reindeer for luck.  
 
    By the time Halfdan became king, Aeretoll had been firmly established as a sovereign kingdom, one which dealt with the heathens farther north, and the lords and scholars of the Southern continent with tough, but fair even-handedness. Aeretoll became a bridge between two disparate worlds, a place that gave evidence to the fact that the barbarians had at one point been the learned conquerors, and that they had now become a blending of two peoples, belonging to neither region.  
 
    Thinking them up-jumped and too proud, the Northern clans had warred with Halfdan for all of his life and beyond. It was Erik’s father, Frode, who’d finally brokered an uneasy peace, one still fostered by the annual Midwinter Festival journey north, where the King of Aeretoll shed his cloak of dignity and returned to his wolf-shirt roots for a span of seven days. Apparently, there was much axe-throwing, shirtless wrestling, ale-drinking, and feat-performing.  
 
    Oliver could admit that he’d never thought of it that way: the King of Aeretoll caught between two very different worlds, a part of both, comfortable in neither.  
 
    The biographer went on to extoll Halfdan’s many – no doubt well-padded – virtues, and ended with an image of the great king’s funeral pyre, his heir looking on as the flames licked up toward the stars, Prince – now King Frode’s heir, Herleif, at his side, father and son holding hands as the boy rested his little, golden head against his father’s hip. 
 
    Herleif must have died shortly after, Oliver thought, recalling what Birger had told him at breakfast.  
 
    Frowning to himself, Oliver set the book aside, stretched, and shifted his weight from one hip to the other, his legs all full of tingles from sitting too long. Beyond his enclave, he could hear the low murmur of voices, and wondered if the children were still at work, or if these were adult scholars turning pages with soft sounds, now.  
 
    He paged absently through a book of myths for a few minutes, but set it aside in favor of the red-leather cover that had been calling to him silently for some time: The Ancient Histories of the Drake Lords, and the Eventual Duchy of Drakewell. 
 
    When he opened the cover, he found an inked sketch of the same symbol that was embossed on the spine: a coiled, serpentine dragon, its jaws open, tongue protruding, its wings spread as if in flight.  
 
    “But why?” he murmured to himself. His whole life, the flying drake – a mallard, to be exact – had been the sigil of his house; had adorned their banners and flags and the knights’ spangled tourney tunics. He’d read all the history books that the library at Drake Hold possessed, and each one had made mention of the duchy’s many lakes, and ponds, and streams, gleaming like glass on hot summer evenings, the duchy itself named for the many, many ducks that resided there. He’d always found it charming, even if a duck hadn’t been the most awe-inspiring of animal mascots.  
 
    He turned the pages, and slowly felt his brows climb higher, and higher, and higher, until his forehead began to ache from it and he had to rub the tension from the skin there, eyes closed a moment.  
 
    He went back to the title page, just to check, because surely this was a work of fiction, and not a historical accounting of anything. It couldn’t be. 
 
    After a moment, he realized that he was squinting to see, and that what little light touched the page in front of him came not from the window – now dark and velvet with the press of nightfall – but from candles in the library, soft and flickering. A library that had gone silent, and still. He heard the pop and creak of the logs in the fire and nothing else save his own breathing. 
 
    He’d been sitting here for hours. All afternoon and into evening. What time was it? Had he missed supper? Was Tessa all right? Had she come back from her trip to the village with Revna?  
 
    Oh, gods… 
 
    Wincing at the stiffness and soreness in his limbs, all of the morning’s overexertion in the yard made worse from sitting so long, he staggered to his feet and out of the alcove.  
 
    Only to find that the library was not, in fact, empty.  
 
    King Erik sat at the table where the children had been studying before, his back to the fire, elbows braced on the tabletop and temple resting against a fist as he read from the open book before him. Candlelight glinted off the beads in his hair, and the silver embroidery of his tunic.  
 
    Oliver stood still for a long moment, heart pounding, debating.  
 
    Should he apologize for his behavior today? No, he couldn’t bear to, even if it would have been the smart thing to do.  
 
    But he couldn’t just stand here. He would have to walk past the man at some point. So he squared his shoulders, took a deep breath, and tried to walk as softly as he could toward the door.  
 
    He got halfway there before Erik’s head lifted, and his gaze pinned Oliver in place.  
 
    They stared at one another. 
 
    One of us has to say something, Oliver thought, wildly. I guess it ought to be me, since he’s a king, and a royal prick besides.  
 
    But Erik wet his lips and said, “I didn’t know anyone else was in here.” He didn’t sound angry, exactly, but Oliver wasn’t feeling charitable enough to label him as surprised, and his expression was all of stone, so it was hard to tell, anyway.  
 
    Oliver held up his books. “Got carried away reading. I was just leaving.” 
 
    The king’s gaze shifted to the stack, and one brow lifted in question. “You found the one about the dragons, I see.” 
 
    Oliver glanced down at the red leather cover, with its gold embossing. His stomach twisted, and it had nothing to do with his present company. “Nice bit of fiction, this,” he said, hearing the sharp edge in his voice. “You had it filed in the wrong place. I’ll put it back with the children’s stories, shall I?” 
 
    When he glanced up, Erik had his head cocked at a curious angle. “Fiction?” 
 
    “Well, there aren’t dragons in Drakewell, are there?” 
 
    “Not anymore.” 
 
    “What do you mean anymore?” he snapped. It was happening again: he was being stroppy with the king. He’d left his self-control back home in Drakewell, apparently.  
 
    Erik didn’t react to his tone, though. His gaze narrowed, and he kept staring at him – staring right through him, a penetrating gaze that wasn’t…altogether unpleasant. “Do you really think the Drakes of Drakewell are named for ducks?” 
 
    “It’s on our banner,” Oliver said, stupidly, more than a little helpless. He felt as if the flags were tilting beneath his feet.  
 
    One corner of Erik’s mouth flicked upward. He held out a hand. “Let me see the book.” 
 
    Oliver handed it over readily, telling himself it was only his imagination that the cover burned his fingers.  
 
    Erik paged through it a moment, nodding to himself. When he reached one of the more spectacular illustrations, one of an armored warrior astride a harnessed dragon, he lifted his head and said, “Right, so, the Drakes were dragon riders, originally.” 
 
    “No, they weren’t.” 
 
    “Yes,” Erik said, patiently. He tapped the page. “The Drakes were the only ones brave enough to settle Drakewell – it was crawling with fire-drakes. They learned to live with them – they tamed them. Rode them into battle. Most were lost in the First Great War with the Sels. The others, for whatever reason, failed to reproduce. There’s legends that a few slunk down into deep, hidden caves, and live still, waiting to be awakened by Drake descendants – but you’re from Drakewell. Surely you’ve read about this before?” 
 
    Oliver’s throat was so dry it was hard to swallow. “You’re pulling my chain,” he gritted out. “This is a joke.” 
 
    Erik spread his hands. “It’s not.” When Oliver continued to glare at him, he said, “Do you think I’m the sort who’d use children’s books if I wanted to make a fool of someone?” 
 
    He had a point. “No, I suppose you’d bludgeon them to death with a blunt sword and have done with it.” 
 
    That earned a tweak of the smile, before Erik grew serious again. “Sit down, Mr. Meacham.” 
 
    Oliver dropped down onto the bench across from him, and he was not sulky about it.  
 
    “Let me guess,” Erik said, “the preferred text in Drakewell is that overlong bloody chunk of tree stump from Moates?” 
 
    “Not fond of long books?” 
 
    “When they’re accurate.” He waited, head tilted, brows lifted, silently asking. 
 
    This was perhaps the most absurd interaction of Oliver’s life, he reflected.  
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “Thought so.” Erik stood, went to the shelves, and returned with a familiar fat volume that sent a shudder through the table when he set it down. Erik resumed his seat, and flipped to the first chapter, skimming the lines with a finger that bore a ring set with small, glittering rubies. “Here: ‘The Duchy of Drakewell, certainly the most beautiful and temperate of the Aquitainian territories, was named thus for the profusion of drakes discovered there by the region’s founder, Sir Martin Oswell, later called “Drake” as a nod to the territory’s first, winged inhabitants who would grace his household banners and shields.’” 
 
    “I’m familiar with Moates,” Oliver said.  
 
    “This,” Erik said, tapping the page, “is the only mention of your banners and shields, and if you’ll notice, at no point does it say duck. The rest of this” – he made a face and riffled the pages, releasing a cloud of dust that spoke of the book’s lack of favor – “is nothing but rot about manners and social customs, and how ladies ought to wear their hair.” 
 
    “Hair is – important.” 
 
    Erik snorted, smirking in obvious amusement.  
 
    “Says the man with jewelry in his.” 
 
    Erik fingered one of the long braids that hung over his shoulder, pinching the silver bead at its end between thumb and forefinger. “The beads in our hair are given to us by our loved ones. Beads from parents to children, from brothers to brothers, from a husband or a wife.” He dropped it, and it thumped faintly against his chest. He didn’t look offended, though, Oliver noted. Still amused and faintly contemplative. “Hair does have meaning, in every culture, I’d imagine. But how does any historian worth his salt go on for two chapters about it without mentioning the bloody dragons?” 
 
    The thought of it – of actual, live dragons – was so baffling, so world-upending, that Oliver felt faintly sick every time either of them said the word aloud.  
 
    Whatever sort of face he was making, it prompted Erik back to his feet. He went to the shelf, rummaged a bit, and came back with a small stack of books that he opened, flipped through, and then laid out in front of Oliver.  
 
    Books about dragons. Scholarly books about dragons, with talk of fossils, and measurements, temperaments, even. There were detailed diagrams, sketches of bones, and claws, and snouts, and of harnesses. Pages and pages of handed-down accounts of the practice of keeping, feeding, and riding dragons.  
 
    “How…how do I not know of this?” Overwhelmed, he tipped a pleading look up to the king. “How did no one I grew up with know of this?” 
 
    “According to what I learned, the records were scrubbed clean across Aquitainia,” Erik said, almost kindly, his expression softened. “Dragons are – or were – very particular. Not just any fool with a death wish can climb on their backs and fly them at will. There was a prince, once, who attempted to claim one for his own. He was killed for his efforts. The king needed the dragon riders to help him win the First Great War, but after that, once the dragons were gone – no king wants to think that a duke has a weapon so great that he could unseat him if he wished.” 
 
    Oliver swallowed. “They changed the banners and shields.” 
 
    “And the history texts. Everything you ever read was crown-approved.” 
 
    “But…” He dragged a fingertip around the edges of an illustration, a harnessed, saddled dragon with its head butted affectionately against its rider’s shoulder.  
 
    “Everyone in the world knows the stories of the Drakewell dragons,” Erik said, gently, “everyone except all of Aquitainia.”  
 
    “I don’t…” It was a silly thing, an old and irrelevant thing, the existence of dragons. But the lie, the deception…Oliver felt unmoored. He swallowed again, with difficulty. “I don’t know if I believe you, entirely.” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “Why would you? I’ve been terrible. But, here, look.” He turned to a new page. “The young ones here like the old stories, so we’re well-stocked on dragon lore. There’s two major classifications: fire-drakes, and cold-drakes…” 
 
    For ten ridiculous minutes, the King of Aeretoll lectured him on drakes in a low, rumbling voice that Oliver found entirely too soothing.  
 
    Oliver slowly found himself migrating from denial to curiosity. “And there are none left living?” he asked, when Erik quieted. 
 
    “There might be. Most aren’t much bigger than a horse, leaving off the wingspan, so they would be able to keep to forests and caves and avoid humans, if they wished. At last year’s Midwinter Festival, some of the clansmen claimed to have seen cold-drakes stalking deer on the other side of the mountains.” 
 
    “Do you think they did?” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “They might have.” 
 
    “Huh.” Oliver slumped down to prop his chin on his fist, gaze trailing over the profusion of illustrations before him. “Nothing like having everything you know about the world change in half an hour.” 
 
    Erik snorted. “Hopefully not everything.” 
 
    “I like to exaggerate, if you hadn’t noticed,” Oliver quipped, and was then struck, suddenly, by the situation.  
 
    Here they sat, king and bastard, bent over a slew of books, chatting about dragons, of all things. Erik’s face was more open than Oliver had ever seen it, his brow smooth and his mouth soft, and he was unbearably lovely, backlit by the firelight, candle glow catching on silver and gemstones, none of which were as arresting as the blue of his eyes, gentle and without hostility, now.  
 
    Erik grinned, slow and true, and chuckled. “I had noticed, actually.” 
 
    Oh, Oliver thought. He was in danger.  
 
    His stomach chose that moment to growl. Loudly.  
 
    He jerked, and Erik’s gaze dropped to his midsection.  
 
    Oliver could feel his face heating. “I suppose I missed supper.” 
 
    “By about an hour,” Erik said, apologetically. 
 
    “Ah. Well. Maybe if I go down to the…” He trailed off when Erik shook his head.  
 
    “I’ll have something sent up to you.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, you don’t have to–” 
 
    “I insist.”  
 
    “Well.” In the absence of wild tales of mythical creatures, or righteous anger, Oliver slipped back into doubt, and awkwardness. His face was hot, at this point, and it had nothing to do with the fire, and he needed to get away from Erik, now, for his own self-preservation. “Thank you.” He stood.  
 
    Erik, still grinning, cocked his head and said, “I might bludgeon my guests to death, but I won’t have it said that I starved them.” There was a teasing glint in his eyes, and Oliver needed to run away.  
 
    He managed to twitch a returning smile, and turned for the door, his stomach doing somersaults.  
 
    “Mr. Meacham.” 
 
    He had to wait, gather a breath, school his features, and pray the way every single muscle had clenched delightfully didn’t show on his face when he turned back. 
 
    Erik was serious again, hands clasped together on the tabletop, head inclined to an earnest angle. “I want to apologize,” he said, formally, voice deep as ever. It was if he’d dragged an invisible kingly mantle around his shoulders, and Oliver was struck by the idea that two people were apologizing to him: the King of Aeretoll, and the Erik who’d taught him about dragons with patience and attractive smirks. “I did poorly by you today. I should not have challenged you as I did. It was small of me, and I shamed you. I’m sorry for that.” His chin tucked in obvious, honest contrition.  
 
    Oliver’s heart throbbed three hard beats before he could draw a breath. He had to wet his lips before he could speak. “I – thank you. For saying that. I have been – impertinent.”  
 
    Erik’s lips curved, faintly.  
 
    “I promise I do in fact have good Drakewell manners. I’ll try to employ them more going forward.” 
 
    The curve became a true smile. “Don’t on my account.” A teasing note in that deep voice that sent a shiver through Oliver. “My sister’s always saying it’s good for me to be challenged now and then.” 
 
    Gods. 
 
    “Well, then. Goodnight.” 
 
    Erik’s expression softened into one that Oliver couldn’t read at all, but which thrilled him all the same. “Sleep well, Mr. Meacham.” 
 
    Oliver felt the weight of his gaze as he turned and left the library, passing between the two guards stationed out in the hall. He was breathless as if he’d run the whole way by the time he reached his room. Hilda was coming out of Tessa’s chamber, and, after glancing at his flustered state in alarm, assured him that the outing had gone well, and that Tessa was fine, though sleepy. Oliver thanked her, went next door to his own room, and thrust his face into the basin of cold water to cool his cheeks.  
 
    “You’re being ridiculous,” he scolded himself as he toweled off. “Absolutely ludicrous. He’s a king. And he’s a prick.” He hadn’t been a prick tonight; he’d been nearly charming. “He certainly prefers women,” he whispered, harshly, gut clenching, “and even if he didn’t, you wouldn’t be his first choice, Meacham. You stupid bastard.” 
 
    A knock at the door interrupted his diatribe, and when he opened it, he found a kitchen boy standing in the hall with a laden tray: a cold dinner of sliced roast, bread, and sugared berries for dessert.  
 
    “Thank you,” he told the boy, taking it from him, and as he turned back into the room, he noted the book tucked half-under the plate. The Ancient Histories of the Drake Lords, and the Eventual Duchy of Drakewell. 
 
    He heeled the door softly shut, and carried the tray to his desk. When he picked up the book, a scrap of parchment fell out, and fluttered to the floor. When he picked it up, he found two handwritten words, the press of the quill strong, the letters bold and slanted, just like the man who’d penned them: keep it. It was signed with an E.  
 
    Alone in his room, Oliver didn’t think he could be blamed for passing a fingertip across the letters and smiling to himself.  
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    “Dragons?” Tessa asked the next morning over breakfast, goggle-eyed.  
 
    Oliver pushed aside his plate, flipped open the book, and turned it toward her on the table. “Dragons. Drakes. Fire-drakes, apparently.” 
 
    She wiped her hands clean on a napkin and pulled the book toward her, mouth falling open as she read. “Gods! And they lied to us?” 
 
    “I’d wager no one in Drakewell alive today did, because they have no idea of the real history.” 
 
    She glanced up with a stunned expression. “Ollie, do you know what this means?” 
 
    “Our kingdom is even more corrupt than we thought.” 
 
    “No, the war! Ollie.” She leaned forward, eyes bright. “What if there are still dragons in Drakewell? Hibernating, or hiding, or – they could win us the war!”  
 
    “Oh.” The idea hit him like a slap. He hadn’t even thought of that – though, to be fair, he hadn’t thought of much besides, well, the low, rumbling timbre of a certain king’s voice.  
 
    “Fire-drakes,” Rune observed, peeking at the book over Tessa’s shoulder before he settled in beside her on the bench. His plate was heaped with sausages and pastries, and he carried a bowl of porridge in his other hand. “Why’d they take them off the banner and replace it with a duck?” he asked, making a face. “Who wants to charge into battle with a duck?” 
 
    Tessa turned to him, still animated from the whole revelation. “We had no idea about the dragons!”  
 
    Rune’s brows shot up. “You didn’t?” 
 
    “None at all!” 
 
    Leif appeared, and shot a grim look at his brother’s back. Not angry, Oliver noted. He didn’t seem wildly jealous, more like glumly resigned.  
 
    Hilda noted him, and slid deftly down the bench, giving the prince room to settle in on Tessa’s other side. She shot Oliver a wink that had him hiding a smile in his tea.  
 
    “Leif,” Rune said, “the Drakes don’t know about the drakes.” He waved to indicate Tessa and Oliver, and even if Oliver wasn’t actually a Drake, it felt rather nice to be thought of as legitimate.  
 
    “What?” Leif asked.  
 
    Tessa turned around to face him – Rune looked momentarily bereft at the loss of her full attention – and launched into an explanation that soon had Leif mirroring his brother’s initial shocked expression.  
 
    “They erased them from history?” he asked, scandalized.  
 
    “That’s what your uncle says,” Oliver said. “He said the Aquitainian king didn’t want the Drakewell lords to know they had the power to unseat him – or his heirs, in future generations.” 
 
    Leif frowned to show what he thought of that. “The dragons are all dead, though, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Rune said. “There’s cold-drakes in the caves of the Wolf Mountains.” 
 
    “So the Úlfheðnar say,” Leif said, skeptically.  
 
    Tessa whirled back to face Rune. “Cold-drakes?” 
 
    Glowing under Tessa’s attentions, he launched into an explanation.  
 
    Oliver caught Leif’s gaze and said, “Does anyone ride them up here? Or, rather, did they?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Knowing the clans, I can’t think they wouldn’t have tried. But most of them probably got killed for it. The Drakes had a knack, back then. Some sort of magic, maybe. A sixth sense.” 
 
    “Hm.” Oliver didn’t believe in magic, but he hadn’t believed in dragons before yesterday, either, so… 
 
    “You talked to Uncle?” Leif asked, half curious and half worried.  
 
    “Last night, yes. We ran into one another in the library.” 
 
    “And he didn’t…I mean, he wasn’t…?” 
 
    Oliver found himself smiling, perhaps too fondly, but so be it. “No. It was fine.” 
 
    Leif exhaled, shoulder slumping with relief. “I don’t know what got into him yesterday. He spars with us all the time, but he doesn’t – I mean, he really isn’t a bully.” His earnest, imploring gaze mirrored Erik’s from last night, the resemblance between them strong in that moment. “Not normally, anyway,” he added with an apologetic wince.  
 
    “Your uncle and I got crossways,” Oliver said. “And, to be fair, I’ve not been at my best. Not been as respectful as I could have been. But I think we’ll get things sorted.” 
 
    Leif smiled.  
 
    Birger strode up to the table, and both boys winced when he said, “Good morning, my princes. Knowledge awaits.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tessa wanted to do more research, so Oliver went with her up to the library and pointed out the books that Erik had showed him last night. She accepted them eagerly, and settled down at a table with a quill and parchment, her expression eager and studious.  
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Hilda said at Oliver’s elbow. “They really hid the dragons? All this time? It’s unconscionable, is what it is. Just awful.” 
 
    “That’s one way of putting it.” 
 
    “I’ll help her,” Hilda said, nodding once, determined. “I’m good with putting things together.” She went to sit opposite Tessa, and the two soon had their heads bent together, talking in low, excited voices.  
 
    Were there still living dragons? Oliver wondered. He struggled to conceive of such a thing. But if there were…if they could be tamed, and taught to cooperate…Tessa wasn’t wrong about the war effort.  
 
    If nothing else, marriage or not, coming here had been worth the effort to have learned this. Even if he wasn’t sure how to think about the duchy of his birthplace anymore.  
 
    With nothing else to do, a wealth of deeper curiosity, Oliver settled down to do his own research.  
 
    When he lifted a stiff neck, and rubbed at eyes going sore from reading, he saw that Tessa had taken a break and stood at one of the windows, looking down into the yard. He joined her and looked down to see that the children were having weapons’ practice down below, red-nosed and trampling in the snow beneath the eye of their white-bearded tutor, and a thickset, stern-faced man who must have been the weapons master. Oliver spotted the redheaded boy, Bo, swinging a wooden practice sword far too big for him; he overcompensated and went face-planting in the snow, much to the amusement of the others, all save his blond friend who helped him back up and dusted snow off his sleeves while Bo gamely tried not to cry from embarrassment.  
 
    “Do you know who they are?” Oliver asked her. “All the little ones.” 
 
    “Leif says they’re lords – the heirs of lords, at any rate. All from border territories.” 
 
    “Erik’s taken them as wards?” 
 
    “Not exactly, no. From what Leif says, there’s been skirmishing with the clans on the borders. A keep was fired – it didn’t catch, because it’s stone, like the palace, but they lost a door, and some grain stores. It frightened the lord – that was Bo’s father.” She pointed; little Bo was wiping at his nose, but getting his sword sorted again. “The border heirs have all been sent to the capital. There’s good tutors here, but mostly it’s for their own protection.” She turned to him. “It was King Erik’s idea, apparently. He offered to protect them here where the defenses are strongest.” 
 
    “That was – kind of him.” 
 
    She smiled a small, pleased smile that he didn’t understand and glanced back through the window. “Yes, I think it was.” 
 
    The thunder of running footsteps in the hallway drew their attention around to the door, and a moment later Rune appeared in the threshold, pink-cheeked and out of breath from hurrying. “Lady Tessa! Would you – oof!”  
 
    His brother shouldered into him, so both princes were all but wedged in the doorway side-by-side. Leif shot his brother a glare before schooling his features, and in a much calmer tone said, “Good afternoon, Lady Tessa.” 
 
    Tessa kept admirably poised. “Good afternoon, your graces.” 
 
    “I wondered–” Leif began. 
 
    “Do you want to go riding?” Rune interrupted.  
 
    Leif sighed.  
 
    Oliver turned away to hide his grin, and caught Hilda laughing to herself.  
 
    “Ah, to be young,” she murmured.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The snow gleamed in the sunlight, so bright it hurt her eyes, but Tessa didn’t dare close them, for fear of missing any of the beauty that was an Aeretollean pine forest.  
 
    Unlike Hannah back home, Hilda had professed to being quiet the avid horsewoman. “I know I look too old for it” – “No, not at all!” – “but I do love a good gallop every now and then.” Properly cloaked, booted, and hooded, she and Hilda had set off with the princes just after lunch, mounted on tall, big-boned horses with hooves the size of dinner plates. Tessa spotted a few lean, swift coursers in the stable, but Leif said, “They don’t handle the deep snow so well. Great for summer – that one’s my mum’s – but we best take the big ones out today.” He’d then sighed when he saw which horse his brother was saddling. 
 
    “Rune. Leave him here.” 
 
    “And let you best me in a race?” Rune had grinned, and patted the dappled neck of his own leggy gelding, much lighter in build than their three. “Not a chance.” 
 
    They’d started out at a walk, the snow crunching beneath the horses’ hooves, its smooth crust glittering beneath the winter sun.  
 
    Rune took the lead, and his horse strode eagerly, seeming to know the way. They cut across a broad, flat field, then found a trickling, mostly-frozen stream, and followed the dark ribbon of it to this enchanting stretch of forest.  
 
    The pines grew far taller than those of home, their trunks fatter, branches stouter, and their needles thicker and more plentiful. The boughs drooped beneath the weight of accumulated snow, ice crystals glinting like diamonds on the ends of the needles, so that the shafts of sunlight filtering through the branches blazed on all their many facets. Occasionally, snow slid off a branch and fell with a muffled thump that echoed hollowly off the trunks, the sound threaded with the call and twitter of the birds that flitted between the branches. When the breeze rustled through the needles, they chimed together, ice on ice, with a sound like the soft tinkling of sleigh bells.  
 
    Leif dropped back to ride beside her. “Do you like it?” he asked, quietly, and she understood why. With the pines towering overhead, the forest path had the air of a cathedral about it; someplace holy and untrammeled by humans.  
 
    “It’s wonderful,” she breathed, turning to smile at him – and, oh, he was lovely, the refracted light glinting in his golden hair, breath steaming in the cold, large hands light and deft on the reins.  
 
    She glanced away just as he did, but not before she saw the pink on his cheekbones deepen.  
 
    “The trees back home are much smaller,” she said, because trees were a much safter topic of conversation than the way her chest felt all fluttery inside. “They don’t hold as much snow.” 
 
    “Do you get snow down there?” he asked, and sounded genuinely curious.  
 
    “Not like here. Some. One time even a foot, when I was very small. I remember…” It came back to her, in the soft, muted colors of early childhood memories, when it was the way something made you feel rather than all the particulars of it that left you smiling. “There was this snow bank along the outside of the stables, where the wind had piled it up, and my brother, John, would lift us up and throw us into it. Amelia hit her head on a barrel we hadn’t known was buried there, and her face bled everywhere, all over the snow, all over her clothes.” She giggled. “I’ve never seen my mother so cross with anyone. She smacked him with her embroidery hoop.” 
 
    Leif chuckled. “Sounds like she would get along famously with my mother.” 
 
    “John kept saying he was sorry, over and over, but he couldn’t stop laughing, and that just made her angrier. Poor Ollie tried to take the blame, but Mother knew that wasn’t true. John was the sort of brother who would wrestle in the dirt with you, and Oliver was the sort of brother who would help you clean up your hurts and mend your dress afterward.” 
 
    She’d not spoken about John yet, not since his passing. Remembering him young, and laughing, and whole sent a dark shaft of hurt through her. She felt her smile slipping.  
 
    But then Leif said, “He was raised as your brother, then? Oliver.” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” She leapt onto the new subject, relieved to leave John behind. She didn’t want to start crying. “Mother liked to remind us that he was actually our cousin.” She rolled her eyes. “I don’t think she ever truly disliked him, but she wanted us to know what was what; that Oliver was different. “Uncle Alfred was worse. He was always ashamed of him. Embarrassed.” She heard the angry, sour note in her voice.  
 
    “Because he’s a bastard?” 
 
    “No, not at all. Because he thought he was weak.” A sideways glance proved that Leif was watching her, listening intently. She didn’t like the thought of talking about Oliver behind his back, but maybe this was a chance to sow some goodwill – maybe even some that would make its way back to the king.  
 
    “Oliver looks a lot like his father, actually,” she continued. “Slender. They have the same face and eyes. But Alfred was a splendid warrior – if he wasn’t drinking or carousing, he was throwing himself at some fight or other. And he had a mean streak – he wasn’t a famous villain or anything, don’t get me wrong. But he wasn’t kind, not like Oliver. He didn’t care about people. Uncle William said it was because his wife died in childbirth – his son was lost, too – and that he was never the same after. But I don’t know. I think…” It was a terrible thing to say about the dead, about her own family. 
 
    “What?” Leif prompted, quietly.  
 
    “He lost a son, and his wife, but Oliver was his son, too. He should have loved him.”  
 
    “Well. Um,” he hedged. “Some people show love differently, don’t they? My uncle is…well, you’ve met him.” 
 
    She bit her lip, then turned to gauge his expression. “Have you ever doubted, though? Have you ever looked at your uncle and thought him loveless toward you?” 
 
    He made a face. “No.” 
 
    “He liked John, but he saw John as useful. John was a good soldier. John was legitimate – he could carry on the family name and legacy.” She drew in a breath, surprised by the way it shook. She was making herself far more upset than she’d expected. “I’m sorry,” he said, toying with a lock of her horse’s mane. It slid like silk through her gloved fingers. “I don’t ever talk about this and it’s…it’s difficult.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry. I’m sorry that your family…” He trailed off. 
 
    And she shot him a rueful smile, one he returned, if uncertainly.  
 
    “Thank you. It’s fine.” She faced forward again, between the horse’s relaxed ears, the view of fluffy snow, and Rune’s horse plunging through it ahead, leaving tracks deep as Yule Festival puddings.  
 
    After a moment, Leif said, “You can tell me to step off – it’s none of my business. But when you say that Oliver couldn’t become a warrior because of his health…” He left it open-ended. 
 
    Tessa frowned to herself for a moment, weighing Oliver’s privacy against her previously-hoped-for goodwill fostering. She decided to do what she never normally did, and run her mouth.  
 
    “When Oliver was little, during the Second Great War with the Sels, Uncle Alfred took him to meet my father at the coast. That was when my father and your uncle agreed to their alliance. Oliver was only little, but Uncle Alfred wanted him to see war – nevermind that it wasn’t war at all, but only a war camp, and a campaign tent. They had to pass through the Neven Marshes to get there, and by the time they got back home, Oliver had come down with a fever. We thought it was only the flu, at first, but then, next year, the fever came back.” 
 
    “Marsh fever,” Leif said, as understanding dawned. “Shit – oh, I mean–” 
 
    She chuckled, and found him blushing when she glanced over.  
 
    He cleared his throat. “He still has it?” 
 
    “Far less frequently. If he wraps up in the cold, and doesn’t overtax himself too harshly – he can ride, and go for long walks, and swim in the lakes in summer. But it does still return, from time to time. Especially under great stress.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate.” 
 
    “And entirely not his fault.” 
 
    He smiled. “I didn’t say it was.” 
 
    “Sorry.” She felt her face heat. “I’m protective of him, I suppose.” 
 
    “And he of you.” He nodded, approving, and faced ahead, reaching to push back a branch and duck beneath it, snow raining down into his hair and onto his horse’s neck. “I think Uncle likes him.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    Leif chuckled. “I do. No one ever talks back to him. He – whoa.” He pulled his horse up sharply, and Tessa did the same.  
 
    Ahead of them, Rune had reined his horse up sideways, and unslung his bow. Slowly, silently, he drew an arrow from the quiver he wore on his back and nocked it. It was only then that Tessa noted the stag fifty yards upwind, picking its way through the snow, pausing now and then to snuffle and dig for a bit of vegetation. It hadn’t scented them, or sighted them either, apparently.  
 
    Rune’s horse was agitated, tossing its head, tugging at the reins he’d pinned beneath his thigh while he took aim.  
 
    Leif hissed a quiet sound between his teeth, whether reproach or encouragement, Tessa couldn’t tell, not until she glanced toward his face and saw the grin slowly spreading there. He mouthed something silent, some bit of advice that he couldn’t voice without risk of spooking the deer.  
 
    Disaster unfolded, then, in quick sequence.  
 
    The wind shifted, a sharp gust funneling down through the tree trunks, dumping snow and tinkling ice crystals together.  
 
    The horses all lifted their heads, and pricked their ears, listening. Behind them, Hilda’s horse let out a great loud snort of alarm.  
 
    The deer echoed it, flinging up his own head, swiveling it. He snorted once, twice, white flag tail lifting.  
 
    He smells us, Tessa thought. 
 
    But, no, he smelled something else, the same thing their horses smelled, on the new breeze, and it made itself known a moment later when a low, rippling growl pulsed from the tree just beside her.  
 
    Her breath caught. She turned her head, and met a yellow-eyed stare.  
 
    “Wolves,” Leif said, like a curse. 
 
    Then it was chaos.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Meacham.” 
 
    The sound of the king’s voice launched him upright on his bench, where he’d slumped lower and lower over the densely-packed text laid before him. He lifted his head to find that he was alone in the library, and the candles had all but burned down, and dusk was falling beyond the windows, and, well, drat, he’d done what he so often did: gotten lost in books.  
 
    Well, he was almost alone. 
 
    Erik stood at one of the tall, iron candelabrum, lighting fresh candles with a spill from the hearth. He wore brown today – this evening, whatever time it was – and his hair was gathered loosely at the back of his neck, braids left loose down his shoulders.  
 
    Oliver wondered if his hair was as soft as it looked. He swallowed against a suddenly-dry throat and said, “Hello.” 
 
    “You seem to be on the verge of missing supper again.” 
 
    “Just lunch this time.” He was hungry, now that he thought about it, his stomach empty and clenching.  
 
    Erik’s smirk was not cruel. He flicked the spill onto the dying fire and said, “We should go down, then. You’re welcome to dine privately with us again. Perhaps we can start talking about contracts and alliances.” He tipped his head. “If your cousin thinks herself closer to a decision?” 
 
    Oliver winced, because even if he hadn’t asked her yet, he was beginning to have suspicions. He said, “You’re free to ask her; she can be shy, but she’s always…” With a lurch, he realized he hadn’t seen her since she set off around midday with the princes. “I should go and see if she’s ready to go down. I haven’t seen her since her return.” 
 
    Erik frowned. “Return?” 
 
    Oliver stood, his pulse bumping just a little too hard. He’d been called a pessimist, but he preferred to think of it as having a sense for the edge of disaster. “She went riding with the princes.” 
 
    “She did?” Erik asked, sharply.  
 
    “Should…she not have?” 
 
    “No, it’s only–” He gave a sharp, long-suffering sigh. “Those boys,” he muttered.  
 
    “They’re young and eager – about everything,” Oliver said. “But I’ve not seen them behave in any sort of unseemly way toward Tessa.” 
 
    “No, but.” Erik’s jaw flexed with obvious frustration. “I’ve spoken with them – Leif is twenty-two, he’s well past the age for boyish games, and Rune knows better than to turn this into some sort of competition.” 
 
    Oliver thought of the conversation he’d overhead between Erik and Birger, Erik’s relenting, his assertion that he would let Tessa have her pick of the boys. He couldn’t admit to having witnessed that exchange, but it gave him hope that most of what he was seeing now was a kind of show. 
 
    Oliver said, “What if Tessa and Leif don’t suit? What if her heart leads her in a different direction?” 
 
    Erik’s gaze narrowed. “You want Rune to be the Duke of Drakewell?” 
 
    “All I want is for Tessa to be as happy as she possibly can be.” 
 
    The king studied him a moment, before his brow cleared, a quiet disbelief breaking across his face. “You’re serious.” 
 
    “I tend to be, yes.” 
 
    “Whatever her choice,” Erik said, “your family will be displaced either way. The next duke will not be a Drake.” 
 
    “Lucky for me, I’m not a Drake either, so I don’t care about that.” 
 
    Erik’s head tipped. Come on, his look said. You don’t believe that. 
 
    “I’m only plain Oliver Meacham. Titles and legacies have nothing to do with me.” 
 
    Erik didn’t look convinced.  
 
    “I’ll just go up and see if she’s changed and ready for supper.” 
 
    Someone slapped him on the back with a glad cry as he left the library – and then had to grab his elbow to keep him from staggering forward and smashing his nose against the opposite wall.  
 
    “Whoa, whoa!” It was Magnus’s laughing voice. And when Oliver recovered, and turned, found him and his brother, Lars, kitted out and serving as Erik’s guard retinue this evening. “Sorry, lad, I don’t know my own strength sometimes.” 
 
    Or my lack of strength, Oliver thought, sourly, but scraped together a smile. “Hello, Magnus. Lars.” 
 
    “At the books, eh? It’s quite the collection, though I’m not one for reading myself.” 
 
    Oliver didn’t think a king’s personal guards should be so talkative on the job – or, rather, he’d never seen such a thing before, and thought it might have said something complimentary about Erik that he didn’t put a stop to that sort of thing.  
 
    He finally managed to extricate himself from the conversation, went upstairs – and found that Tessa was not in her room.  
 
    “Back again so soon?” Magnus asked when Oliver returned to the library.  
 
    “Yeah,” he said, distracted, and stepped back through the door. Erik was at a table with a book, but looked up sharply at the hurried sound of Oliver’s footfalls, a rhythm that matched the staccato beating of his heart. “Tessa’s not in her room.” 
 
    “She’s not?” 
 
    “No, and I don’t think–”  
 
    Erik lifted a hand in a soothing gesture, and stood. “She probably just stopped for a mug of cider in the kitchens. We’ll go and see.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tessa was not, in fact, stopping for a mug of cider in the kitchens. The space was composed of three levels, with stairs leading down from one platform, to the next, to, finally a domed-ceilinged chamber where round balls of bread dough sat rising beneath towels on a staggering series of racks. Oliver stood beside the king on the second platform, where staff chopped vegetables at long wooden tables and kitchen boys and girls toted them up to the top tier, where three cooking hearths roared. 
 
    “No one’s seen them return,” Bjorn said, striding toward them.  
 
    Revna groaned.  
 
    Oliver closed his eyes and concentrated very hard on regulating his breathing.  
 
    “I love my sons, but sometimes they’re idiots,” Revna said.  
 
    “Where would they have gone?” Oliver asked, not proud of the way his voice shook, but not caring in the moment.  
 
    “Nobody panic,” Erik snapped. And then, with a slight softening of his expression, “We’ll find them.” 
 
    Oliver stepped in front of him when he turned to leave the room. “I don’t mean to disparage your nephews…” 
 
    Erik’s brows lifted. “Then don’t.” 
 
    Oliver held up a hand, when he started to step forward, keenly aware of the fact that Erik could pick him up like a toy and set him aside. He didn’t, though. “I’m only saying: they’ve been off together for hours, now. There will be talk.” He didn’t say: someone has to marry her at this point.  
 
    “Not here, there won’t be,” Erik growled. “We don’t deal in gossip and backstabbing in the North.” He stepped around Oliver, and marched for the door.  
 
    Oliver stood with his pulse throbbing painfully, anger and panic warring for supremacy, both leaving him shaky.  
 
    “Mr. Meacham, are you coming?” Erik called over his shoulder.  
 
    He stuffed it all down and hurried to follow.  
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    In truth, Oliver liked riding. His spotty health had left him a poor swordsman and archer; naturally slender, it would have required constant, rigorous work to become a proper warrior, and the fever always seemed to sweep over him just when he began to make progress. But riding was as much about sensitivity and intuition as it was balance and strength, and so he’d enjoyed escorting his cousins on his fleet-footed mare, cantering over the gentle hills and splashing through lazy streams.  
 
    This was to be an entirely different sort of ride.  
 
    A covered, torchlit gallery offered a clear path to the stables, and Oliver hurried along in Erik’s wake. It was snowing, he could see through the arched openings, a lazy spin of light flakes, patches of clear sky still visible overhead as the stars winked to life. His belly drew so tight he couldn’t speak, not as Erik ordered mounts ready for them, nor demanded that someone make sure Oliver wasn’t going to “catch his death.” 
 
    “Here, lad.” Magnus produced a heavy, fur-lined cloak from a cloak room at the front of the stable and slung it across his shoulders. “Make sure the hood’s up.” His smile was encouraging, but Oliver could only nod a response. He was given thick gloves, and then boosted up onto the broad back of a massive draft-cross gelding with white, feathered hooves, and a mouth that proved tough as an anvil when he played experimentally with the reins.  
 
    Bjorn and Magnus lit torches that blazed and spit sparks against the stone walls of the stable.  
 
    Erik gathered his reins, his own hulking mount pawing impatiently at the ground, and Oliver paused, a moment, in his spiral of worry, struck by the sight of him. Snowflakes swirled in on the breeze, catching his long, wild hair, blowing it like streamers back away from his face, so his regal profile was limned cleanly in the torchlight: the proud nose, the strong jaw, the high brow. Oliver had never before been made so consciously aware of the color of someone’s eyes, the way they burned like backlit jewels, always.  
 
    Panic, he decided, was making him even more fanciful.  
 
    “Let’s move,” Erik commanded, and then, before they did, glanced toward Oliver; locked gazes with him. “Hood.” 
 
    Oliver scrambled to drag the fur hood of the cloak up over his head, and his horse lurched forward with the others.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tessa drew her cloak more snugly about her, for all the good it did, and tried unsuccessfully to keep her teeth from chattering. Her cloak was sodden; her dress was sodden; her boots were holding steady, the sturdy waxed leather and fur ones that Revna had loaned her. A small mercy for which she could be thankful – or at least try to be. The branch upon which she sat creaked ominously every time she shifted her weight. Her skirt had gotten rucked up, and the bark had scraped her knees.  
 
    But she was alive, and that beat the alternative.  
 
    Night had come on swift and bitterly cold, with just enough dappled moonlight through the patchy clouds to allow her to see the glow of white snow beneath her, and to see the white steam of her breath. It had started snowing, softly, only a light dusting, but she had no way of knowing if it would intensify – had no way of knowing if she could survive the night here, if it came down to that.  
 
    A hard chill nearly sent her toppling off the branch, and she rubbed ineffectually at her arms through the wet cloak, shrinking down even more tightly within its clinging folds.  
 
    I wish I was Amelia, she thought, eyes stinging again. Amelia would know what to do. She sniffed, and batted her lashes, and refused to give in to the tears that continued to threaten. Crying would do no good – the tear tracks would freeze on her face and give her frostbite.  
 
    Of the two of them, Amelia had always been the braver. Not reckless and wild, not like Rune, the last glimpse of whom had been his gray mount plunging wildly through the snow, screaming, Rune’s bow flying out of his hand as the wolves gave chase. (She gritted her teeth against that vision; was he alive? Dead? Had the wolves…She shook her head.) No, Amelia had always known when to pull back, when to try a different tack. She could keep her head in a crisis, barking orders to those who’d frozen in shock or fear. Amelia would certainly have found something smarter to do than climb up a tree and wait there, shaking, freezing, straining for sounds of life.  
 
    When the wolves first emerged from the trees, they’d surrounded their riding party.  
 
    “Bless me,” Hilda had breathed, voice high and quavering with terror.  
 
    Rune had shifted his aim from the stag as it fled, toward a wolf that slunk out from between two tree trunks. The wolves hadn’t pursued the deer – for whatever reason, they’d decided the humans on their heavy horses made for a better supper. He’d loosed his arrow – just as the wolf darted forward, and his horse reared. 
 
    Leif had lunged sideways and grabbed at Tessa’s reins, clamping down hard on his own. But her horse had danced sideways, as the growling swelled, and the wolves closed in. She’d seen Rune’s horse bolt, and then her own had done the same.  
 
    Hilda had shouted.  
 
    “Tessa!” Leif had called.  
 
    But then it had been a blur of white and green, of branches slapping at her face, the horse totally unresponsive to all her pleading tugs on the reins. She’d ducked low beneath a branch, only to realize a fallen log, half-buried in snow, lay in their path.  
 
    The horse had taken the jump early.  
 
    Tessa had come unseated, and then, when the horse veered sharply to one side, she’d fallen.  
 
    She’d heard the wolves growling, yipping, their blood up with the thrill of the hunt, and all she’d known to do was find the nearest low-hanging branch and climb.  
 
    Here she sat, still, fatigue creeping on in a way that she knew wasn’t just about the drain of adrenaline, but about the onset of hypothermia. She was going to freeze to death in a tree, hundreds of miles from home.  
 
    Fresh tears filled her eyes, and she blinked them stubbornly away.  
 
    A sound reached her. 
 
    She held her breath, listening.  
 
    It was the muffled thump and crunch of something walking through snow. Wolf, she thought, with a fresh wave of terror – but, no, it was much too heavy for a wolf; they floated along like wraiths. These steps thump-crunched closer, and closer, and closer, and then she heard a snort.  
 
    She shifted pine needles aside with a shaking hand and saw a horse standing just below her tree – her horse, she realized; she recognized his saddle blanket.  
 
    “Oh,” she breathed, and his head whipped toward her, ears swiveling. The wide, white blaze on his face glowed in the moonlight. “Come here, Sigurd. Here, it’s me.” She made a kissing sound and reached out with her other hand, waggling her fingers in invitation.  
 
    He blew out a very loud snort, big nostrils flaring. 
 
    “Come on, Siggy. It’s alright.” 
 
    He debated a moment longer, then stepped forward and pressed his nose into her palm. He let out a low, deep breath that she read as relief.  
 
    “Good boy. Good boy, we’ll just forget about you dumping me earlier.” 
 
    Slowly, trying not to spook him, she slid down the tree trunk and took his reins; they’d flipped over his head at one point and he’d stepped on them, snapping them down the middle, but the leather was well-oiled and supple, and she was able to knot them back together. She checked him over for injury, but other than a light scratch on his flank, he seemed fine. Sweat had dried on his chest and neck, a white crust that she rubbed at ineffectually. “We’ll clean you up when we get back.” 
 
    With a little bit of hopping and straining, and maybe a pulled muscle in her shoulder, she managed to scramble up onto his high back.  
 
    “Gods,” she murmured, when she was seated, and trembling afresh. “I can’t believe you found me.” 
 
    Now she had to see if she could find the others.  
 
    The moonlight dimmed, and the snow picked up, but Sigurd seemed eager enough to walk along the natural path between the tree trunks. His ears flopped down to the sides to keep out the snow, and he wasn’t shying or staring like he had before. The wolves had moved on, hopefully. 
 
    She rode for a few minutes in silence before her fear of remaining lost won out over her fear of attracting predators. “Hilda?” she called. “Leif? Rune?” Her voice echoed strangely, bouncing back to her when it hit a tree trunk, fading when it struck snow. “Hilda! Leif! Rune!” 
 
    The snowflakes grew fatter, and more plentiful. Wind swirled around her, cutting straight through her wet clothes. Her fingers were clumsy on the reins, and she wondered how much longer she had before the cold took her surer and more fatally than any wolf could.  
 
    Finally, she heard a voice. Muffled, and indistinct, but there, and she steered Sigurd toward it.  
 
    The trees crowded in closer and closer, branches snagging at her cloak and hair. 
 
    But the voice grew louder. “…anyone?” 
 
    “Rune!” she gasped, and heeled Sigurd into a quicker walk, his head bowing and knees lifting high against the deepening drifts.  
 
    She ducked under a pair of low, interlaced branches, and a great spread of indigo velvet opened before her. A cloud scudded away from the moon, and she realized she was looking at the sky – at a long, sheer drop over an edge, and beyond, kissed now with moonlight, the glimmer of a frozen lake, and the dark folds of mountains. A figure stood at the precipice, long hair blowing and snow-flaked, cloak concealing him like a shroud, all save the long, gleaming blade of the sword he held at his side, its edge splashed with black.  
 
    Tessa pulled Sigurd to a halt. “Rune?” she asked. 
 
    He lifted his head – slowly, too slowly – and there was just enough light to see the blank hollowness of his expression. Black splotches flecked his jaw and cheeks, beneath his stubble. “Tessa?” he asked and sounded confused.  
 
    She glanced over both her shoulders, searching for threats, for the gleam of eyes waiting in the tree shadows, and when she found nothing, she slid down off Sigurd’s back and walked to Rune. The wind was behind him, blowing toward her, and just as she reached him, she recognized the hot, copper scent that clung to him: blood.  
 
    It was blood on his face. On his sword.  
 
    “Rune.” She laid a hand on his chest, gently, and tried to keep calm. “Are you alright? Are you hurt?” 
 
    He dragged a breath in through his mouth, and when he swallowed it was with a rough, choked sound. “I’m fine. I’m…but Ris…” He gestured behind him with the sword, a small gesture that looked like it taxed him greatly. His shoulders were slumped beneath the wet fur of his cloak. His muscles, she could feel through their layers of leather glove and tunic, shivered – with cold, with effort, with exhaustion, with emotion, or some combination of all. 
 
    “Ris?” she asked, and then remembered that was his horse’s name. “Is he…?” With a sinking dread opening up in her belly, she moved to stand beside him, and glanced down the slope at his back.  
 
    The drop was steep, studded with rocks large enough to rear up through the snow cover, and long. It went down, and down, and down, the snow marred now with deep gouges where something large had tumbled down it – down to the crumpled, but unmistakable form that lay at the base of the hill. Unmoving, head flung back, the snow black with spilled blood around it: Rune’s mount. Dead.  
 
    “Oh, Rune,” she murmured. She touched his arm, and he flinched away a fraction. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “He broke…all of his legs, when we hit. I had to…” His wrist turned a fraction, so the blood on the blade winked in the moonlight. 
 
    She laid her hand on his arm again, and though she felt the tension in his biceps, he didn’t try to move from under her touch again. “You did the right thing. He was suffering.” 
 
    He let out a shuddering breath, and shook his head.  
 
    “Are you okay? Were you hurt?” When he didn’t respond, she slid her hand up to his shoulder, fingers carding through wet fur. “Rune?” 
 
    Slowly, he twisted toward her. The wind blew the hair off his face, and just before the light dimmed, a fresh batch of snow clouds hiding the moon, she saw the nasty gash at his eyebrow, the bruise already forming at his temple. His strange silence and disconnect made new, frightening sense, then. 
 
    “Rune.” She reached up, and ghosted her gloved fingertips against the mark. “Does it hurt? Are you…?” She wasn’t sure what questions to ask someone with a potentially-serious head wound. Oliver would have known. Oliver would have done all the right things. 
 
    Her eyes started to burn again, and she couldn’t hold the tears this time; a few slipped down her cheeks, scalding hot against cold skin. She was so very cold, shaking, and trembling, and scared, and sad for this boy who’d just had to kill his own horse, both of them lost in the forest. 
 
    His glassy stare tracked sluggishly back and forth across her face a moment, and then he blinked – squeezed his eyes shut tight, grimacing from the effort. When he opened them, his eyes were clearer, if filled with pain. A moment later, his pupils expanded, gaze going out of focus again.  
 
    But his expression became concerned, and he gripped her arm, suddenly, with his free hand, tight enough to hurt, a little. “Tessa. Are you alright? You’re crying.” 
 
    “I’m…” What was the sense in lying, now? “I think we’re going to freeze to death if we don’t find our way back.” 
 
    He nodded, and stepped back; sheathed his dirty sword. “Right. Sigurd can carry us both.” He took a step that wavered. “But maybe you better steer.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The torches offered enough light to reveal four sets of deep hoofprints leading out away from the palace grounds, already beginning to fill with the fresh snowfall. When the flames began to sputter, Bjorn and Magnus used them to light fresh torches from their saddlebags. The tracks followed a narrow, twisting stream, up a gentle slope, and, finally, into a patch of dense pine forest, the trees tall enough to blot out the sky. When the clouds gave it a chance, moonlight fell in small puddles on the glistening snow cover.  
 
    The cold was vicious against Oliver’s face, and the temperature seemed to be dropping. He tugged on his hood, trying to wriggle back even deeper inside it. He was glad of the borrowed cloak, but wished that he’d thought to ask for boots, too. The wind bit right through the thin kidskin of his own.  
 
    The snow was deeper here, and the going slower, the horses lifting their feathered legs high as they stepped their way carefully through it. Erik’s horse slowed enough that he rode only a half-stride ahead of Oliver. 
 
    Looking for a distraction from his frozen toes – and his fear for Tessa – he said, “Do they normally stay out past dark?” 
 
    A half-halt, a quiet flexing of one gloved hand on the reins, brought Erik back so they rode abreast. Though their horses were of a height, Erik was still taller; his profile was stern and forbidding in the flicker of torchlight. “No,” he ground out, his jaw clenched tight. “Only once, years ago, and the tongue-lashing they earned for it was enough to have them home before sunset ever since.” 
 
    “Hm,” Oliver hummed, to keep from pointing out that they hadn’t had a lovely young woman along with them those other times.  
 
    As if sensing his thought, Erik glanced toward him, already-harsh face carved with shadows. “Nothing untoward has happened to your cousin. That I can swear to you. My nephews can be impulsive and reckless, but they would never dishonor her like that.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good to know. She’s only been killed and eaten by bears, then.” 
 
    Erik’s expression didn’t change, but Oliver could have sworn he saw a glimmer of amusement in his eyes. Or maybe that was just the torchlight. “There ae worse things than bears in these forests,” he said, dryly, facing forward again. “Bears don’t hunt in packs.” 
 
    “…packs?” 
 
    “Oi!” Bjorn shouted ahead of them. He’d pulled his horse to a halt, and they reined up on either side of him.  
 
    The wavering torchlight illuminated a wide patch of thoroughly trampled snow. The regular tracks of four horses that they’d followed steadily gave way to a chaotic, churned up mess of tracks, and skid marks, the mud beneath the snow showing in wide gashes. At least, he hoped it was mud… 
 
    A gasp caught in his throat when he saw a hulking figure standing just beyond the reach of the light, something huge, and dark, its breath steaming like dragon smoke. Oh, gods, there really are bears… 
 
    Erik dismounted.  
 
    “What – what are you doing?” Oliver stuttered. “You can’t–” 
 
    But Erik strode forward, into the wrecked snow, and the beast moved toward him.  
 
    Oliver glanced wildly toward Bjorn. Some captain of the king’s guard! “You’re just going to let him–” 
 
    The beast stepped into the light, shadows sliding back from its face – it’s white-blazed face. A horse. It was a horse.  
 
    Bjorn let out a low, rough chuckle. 
 
    Erik caught the horse’s dangling reins and stroked its nose, its neck. Led it closer to their party, so that the torchlight illuminated the white crust of dried lather on the animal’s chest, and several deep gouges along its flank where the blood had dried black and shiny. The animal pressed its muzzle into the king’s chest and heaved a deep sigh; Oliver had the sense it was taking comfort in him, a frightened creature reassured by the king’s commanding presence.  
 
    Erik ran his gloved hand up a strong shoulder and touched the pommel of the saddle. “This doesn’t belong to either of the boys. This was Tessa or Hilda’s horse.” 
 
    It was an effort to swallow; an even greater one to keep his voice steady. “What made those marks on its side?” 
 
    Erik stepped farther back along the horse’s side, and fingered the gouges; the horse’s skin shivered beneath his touch, but it didn’t shy away. “Tree branches, I’d say. The spacing isn’t right for claws.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. Okay, well…”  
 
    Erik led the horse forward, and handed its reins off to Lars. Then he remounted his own horse. “The trails split up, here. Something spooked them, and they all bolted in all directions.” 
 
    “Gods.” 
 
    “We’ll find them,” Erik said, firmly.  
 
    They moved on, following the trail that led straight ahead, the one that offered the clearest path between tree trunks.  
 
    Finding the horse had sent a fresh, hot wave of panic through Oliver, warming him from the inside out, though the tremors had only gotten worse. “What – what could have spooked the horses that badly?” 
 
    “Do you truly want me to answer that?” Erik asked. 
 
    “No. I guess not.” 
 
    The forest was eerily quiet around them, the snow muffling the normal sorts of woodland sighs, and calls, and chirps that Oliver was familiar with back home. The snow crunched under the horse’s hooves, and the torches crackled. A low, far off thump had him twisting his head around, blinking against the dark.  
 
    “Snow falling,” Erik explained.  
 
    A strong gust funneled down the column, blowing Oliver’s hood back. As he tugged it up again, he saw that the snow was intensifying, the flakes fatter, more frequent, heavier on his lashes, as he tipped his head back and searched fruitlessly for the moon. “What if we don’t find them?” he said, mostly to himself.  
 
    “I won’t return until I’ve found them,” Erik said, and his tone brooked no arguments. The stern voice of a king – undercut by the worry of an uncle.  
 
    It was oddly reassuring, even if Oliver was convinced they’d all freeze to death before the night was through.  
 
    But then–  
 
    A distant shout.  
 
    Erik threw up a hand, and all of them halted.  
 
    Oliver held his breath. 
 
    “…hullo?”  
 
    Erik jerked up straighter in his saddle, startling his horse, who snorted. He cupped both hands around his mouth, and shouted, “Leif!”  
 
    A long pause. And then, closer, clearer: “Uncle!” 
 
    Erik spurred his horse into a trot, taking off past Bjorn, out of the torchlight.  
 
    “Ah, bollocks,” Bjorn muttered, and put heels into his own mount. 
 
    Oliver’s horse hurried to follow, and the huge, swooping stride of the gigantic horse was nothing like his own fleet-footed mare. He gritted his teeth, gripped the reins tight, and stood in his stirrups to keep from being bounced right out of the saddle.  
 
    They trotted up a low rise, and when the ground leveled, Bjorn reined up. Oliver’s horse halted beside it, and in the torchlight, he saw that Erik had dismounted, and had his elder nephew by both shoulders, inspecting him critically. 
 
    Leif had scratches on his cheeks, and his cloak looked heavy and wet, dragging at him; his face was etched with fatigue, but he was saying, “I’m fine, I’m fine. I managed to stay seated.” He stood now at his horse’s shoulder, and Hilda the maid, rumpled, her hair coming unbraided, sat in the saddle. There was a thick bundle behind her, and when Oliver saw the fur, his heart leaped, thinking of Tessa’s cloak – but then he saw the dead gleam of an eye, and a lolling pink tongue, and he realized what was tied behind the saddle: wolves. At least four of them. Dead.  
 
    “We didn’t know we were being tracked,” Leif said. “We were riding along, and there was a stag. Rune was in the lead, and he took out his bow. The wind changed, and then…” He gulped audibly as he swallowed, and wiped his nose with the back of his glove. For all that he was big, and strong, he was still painfully young, Oliver was reminded. His voice quavered with the regret and uncertainty of youth. “I’m sorry, I should have been more watchful, I should have seen–” 
 
    Erik’s hands flexed as he squeezed the boy’s shoulders. “Hush. You couldn’t have known. Wolves are silent when they want to be. They know how to stay downwind.” 
 
    Leif didn’t look convinced.  
 
    “Where’s your brother? And Tessa?” 
 
    “We’ve been searching for them. But I don’t–” His voice caught, and he didn’t continue.  
 
    “We’ll find them.” Erik laid a hand along his cheek, briefly, in encouragement. Then lifted his gaze. “Hilda, we found your horse. Are you all right?” 
 
    In a watery voice, she said, “I’m fine, your majesty, only twisted my ankle like a complete ninny.” She drew in a shuddering breath. “It’s Lady Tessa I’m worried about. Oh, the poor dear, she must be so frightened – and the wolves–” 
 
    “Hilda,” Erik said, patiently. “It will be fine.” To Leif: “Mount up, and we’ll keep looking.” 
 
    Leif swung onto Hilda’s horse, and they were off again.  
 
    Oliver stole another glance at the dead wolves. “How did you kill them?” 
 
    “My sword,” Leif said, distractedly, without a hint of pride. His gaze scanned back and forth across the dark forest, searching.  
 
    “They’re getting bolder,” Magnus said, from behind, and Oliver twisted around in his saddle to look at him. “The wolves,” he explained. “Sure, they’re hungrier once winter’s good and set in, but it’s rare they’ll attack a man on a horse – much less a party of four horses. Things are changing, though.” 
 
    “Changing how?” 
 
    Magnus shrugged. “There’s rumblings. Things being different. Things moving.” 
 
    Oliver frowned. “What?” 
 
    “Up ahead,” Erik said. 
 
    Oliver turned back around, and caught a faint gleam in the distance. It disappeared between one tree trunk and the next. 
 
    “Rune!” Leif shouted.  
 
    Another flicker of shine, a blue disc, like an animal’s eye.  
 
    Oliver’s pulse picked up. “Tessa?” he called. 
 
    A high, faint sound answered. It could have been the wind, but… 
 
    “Rune!” 
 
    “Tessa!” 
 
    “…here.” That was definitely Tessa. “We’re over here.” And coming closer. Bjorn raised the torch, and the horse’s eye shine became clear; the glow of the flame touched the white on his face. 
 
    Oliver heeled his horse forward, past the others, and was the first to meet them.  
 
    Tessa had hold of the reins, shivering, teeth chattering, her hair dark and wet and plastered to the sides of her too-white face. Rune rode behind her, slumped awkwardly, his forehead resting on her shoulder, and his arms dangling at his sides. “I think he passed out,” she said, and then Rune started to slide, and though she grabbed at his lifeless hand, he tipped over and fell face-first into the snow.  
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    “I promise I’m fine,” Tessa insisted, then ruined the stubborn set of her chin with a great loud sneeze.  
 
    “Yes, yes, you’re very fine,” Oliver said, draping another blanket across her shoulders, noting the way she plucked it up closer around her throat with still-pale fingertips. 
 
    By the time they’re returned to the palace, the whole place was in an uproar, and Tessa was blue with cold. When her horse had thrown her, she’d been all but buried in a snow bank, and had struggled so long to get out of it that the wet autumn snow had soaked right through her clothes. Revna had met them at the door with her own personal maid, and bundled Tessa right upstairs and into a hot bath. 
 
    Her hair was nearly dry, now, curling as she sat by a roaring fire in her chambers, and she’d been wrapped in all manner of blankets, her feet bundled into a fur with a hot brick from the hearth underneath.  
 
    “I’m worried about Rune,” she said.  
 
    “Rune’s head is harder than most,” Revna said handing first Tessa, and then Oliver, hot mugs of cider. “Olaf says there’s no signs of distress, and he just needs a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    The prince, riding in front of his brother on the return trip, Leif’s arms holding him upright, had roused a few times, mumbling about Ris – his horse, Tessa had explained, one he’d been forced to destroy after a terrible fall – and, once, Tessa, his drowsy, half-conscious voice full of worry and pain.  
 
    “You should go to him, my lady,” Oliver said. “He may need you, and we want for nothing.” He offered a pathetic smile, and plucked at the front of the heavy fur-and-velvet dressing gown he wore. It was of a deep crimson stitched with blue and silver, its buttons set with gems, the sleeves trailing off his hands and the hem pooling on the floor around his feet. He’d caught one look of himself in it in the mirror and hadn’t dared asked who it belonged to, afraid he already knew the answer.  
 
    Revna propped her fists on her hips and said, “I’ll see to him later. I want to make sure the two of you are settled, first. My boys are used to all this cold – they were bred of Northern stock. It’s you two I’m worried about. Are you chilled? Can you feel your toes?” 
 
    He’d been given thick, ankle-high slipped, leather lined with soft fur, and he wiggled his now-warm toes inside them. He hadn’t had a bath, too worried about Tessa to take Magnus’s advice about the hot springs down in the caves. But he’d toweled his hair, and his dressing gown was a dream, and he could feel the heat of the fire on his face. “I’m quite well, my lady.” 
 
    She arched a single, dark brow. 
 
    “Revna.” 
 
    She nodded. “Good. Drink your cider.” 
 
    It was heavily-spiced, and spiked with some strong liquor; it burned his throat in a good way.  
 
    The maid, Astrid, put another log on the fire, turned down Tessa’s bed, laid more bricks to warm, and, after Revna had asked if they needed anything else, finally left with her mistress, closing the door on their way out. 
 
    Oliver dropped down into the chair opposite Tessa’s, and that was when he realized just how exhausted he was. Adrenaline had kept him sharp for the ride out and back, and through those first, frightening moments after their arrival, when they hadn’t known if Rune was going to be all right; but, now, afterward, he could feel himself flagging.  
 
    He took a few long swallows of cider. “Are you sure you’re well, Tess?” 
 
    “What? Oh.” She cradled her mug in both hands, staring down into its depths, but lifted her head at his question. “Yes, fine. Much better, now that I’m dry.” 
 
    He inclined his head. “I know you want to make a good impression on our hosts – you never did like to bother anyone. But this is me. Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes–” She sat forward. “Ollie, yes, I wouldn’t lie to you. I was very cold, and very tired, and very frightened. And – oh, gods, you should have seen Rune. Poor Rune.” Her gaze skated toward the door, and her fingers drummed on her mug, and he thought that she wanted to go to him, to check that he was well for herself. “He’d had to kill his horse, and he’d climbed up this awful hill, and he wasn’t making any sense. He’d hit his head, and…” Her voice choked off, and her swallow looked painful. “It was terrible. But.” She offered him a wavery smile. “I’ll be all right, now. And hopefully Rune will, too. That’s what matters.” 
 
    He sipped more cider. “Yes, I suppose so.” 
 
    When her eyelids started to flag, Oliver urged to her bed, and then slipped next door to his own room. He shut the door, and leaned back against it a moment, watching the candles flames waver over on the desk. The cider had eased the last of the cold pain from his extremities, but the fatigue had hold of his bones at this point; he could feel the muscles in his face drooping. If he wasn’t careful, he might fall asleep leaning up against the door.  
 
    Until someone rapped against it from the other side.  
 
    He suppressed a groan and turned to open it – and then open it a fraction wider when he saw that it was Erik on the other side, his guards hanging back farther down the corridor.  
 
    Oliver stood up straighter, and tightened the belt of his gown – a movement that Erik’s gaze tracked, quickly, before returning to his face. “Your majesty.” 
 
    When their eyes met, a slow, small smile pulled at the king’s mouth. “So it’s ‘your majesty,’ now.” 
 
    “It always has been,” Oliver said, stiffly – at least, he tried. He blamed the teasing note in his voice, and the irrepressible tug of a smile, on exhaustion.  
 
    Erik’s grin widened. “Is your cousin well?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, she’s much better. Only a few scratches and some cold fingers. She should be fine. What about Rune?” 
 
    The smile slipped a fraction. “His pupils are retracting as they should, and all his reflexes seem to be in order, but he’s muddled when he’s awake. The physician says it should all be fine. He’s to be woken every hour through the night, and Leif insists he’ll do it, even though he needs to sleep himself. I imagine Revna and some of the lads will spell him.” 
 
    Oliver nodded. “Good. Glad to hear it.” He wasn’t able to catch his yawn in time, and had to cover it hastily with his hand. 
 
    Erik chuckled, a low, rich sound that, despite the fatigue, had goosebumps prickling down Oliver’s back. “And you, Mr. Meacham? Are you well?” 
 
    That question, said in that voice, was very, very unfair.  
 
    Oliver managed, “Yes, yes, fine.” Again, he would blame his tiredness, when, in a sudden surge of boldness, he fingered the fur collar of his dressing gown and said, “Your sister made sure I was bundled up nice and warm.” 
 
    The smile remained, soft as the fur under Oliver’s fingertips, but the blue gaze above it sparked with – something. Something intense and indescribable, as it shifted down the length of Oliver’s body, and slowly back up. “I’m glad that she did.” Erik dipped his head, and stepped back. “Sleep well…” Quieter: “Oliver.” 
 
    “You, too,” Oliver said. He watched him depart with his guards, then shut the door, and pressed his forehead to the cool wood, breathing out a shaky sigh. “Do not,” he scolded himself. “It means nothing.” 
 
    His dreams that night, though, didn’t listen.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Oliver woke next morning with a pounding head and aching joints. His eyes opened like rusty shutters, almost too heavy to lift, and he lay on his side a long time, blinking at the soft morning light coming in through the window glass, trying to work up the nerve to get up. Exhaustion dragged at him when he sat up, and the throbbing in his head was even worse. 
 
    He massaged at his temples, and then the dull pain in the sides of his neck for long minutes, telling himself that this was only to be expected after rushing about on horseback in the cold and dark. Panic often left people feeling ill – this was totally normal, perfectly fine, and nothing at all to get worried about.  
 
    When a kitchen boy brought him hot water, he scrubbed his face and hands, combed his hair, and dressed in his warmest clothes – though his bed was well-insulated, he’d begun to shiver the second he was out of it.  
 
    In the mirror, his reflection stared back: pale, tired, and wearing dark circles beneath drowsy eyes. Not at all the countenance he wanted to take to the king, because, now that everyone was home safe and sound – he meant to check on Rune first thing – there was the whole business of Tessa having been off in the wilderness with two princes to deal with. Hilda had been with them, and that counted for something; and Erik had assured him that gossip didn’t matter as much here. 
 
    Still.  
 
    He met Tessa as she was coming out of her room, and she gasped when she saw him. 
 
    “You look terrible!” 
 
    “Thank you,” he muttered. “I would return the sentiment, but that’s never true.” 
 
    Indeed, she looked refreshed and lovely this morning, the color back in her face, her hair clean and shining, braided up like a true Northern girl’s. Astrid was behind her, hands clasped demurely in front of her, and the intricate plaits were clearly her doing.  
 
    “Oh, no,” Tessa said, laying a hand on his arm. “I only meant that you look as if you don’t feel well.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” He offered his arm. “Shall we go down?”  
 
    Breakfast was well under way in the great hall, and despite what Erik had said, there was chatter as they entered the wide chamber. There were looks, and there were hurried whispers across tables, and Oliver wished he could spare his cousin this. “It’s fine,” he said, laying his hand over hers. 
 
    “Yes, I know,” she said, absently, and he realized she wasn’t at all fazed by the snippets of conversation breaking out around them. “Look, here’s Birger, we can ask him about Rune.” 
 
    “He’s awake,” Birger informed them as they filled their plates. “He’s feeling badly about his horse – he broke Ris to saddle himself – and he’s embarrassed about all the fuss he caused – or so he says. He didn’t cause it, and we’ve assured him of that. You can’t cause wolves. I don’t think he’s listening. He’s got his uncle’s gift for self-flagellation, I think.” 
 
    Oliver thought of Erik’s assurance that he wouldn’t return to the palace before they’d found them. It had felt like a vow, his voice solemn and resolute.  
 
    “He’s been asking after you,” Birger continued, turning a twinkling grin on Tessa. “He’s very worried. I told him you were quite well, and better off than him besides, but I don’t think he’ll believe it until he sees you for himself.” 
 
    “Oh.” Tessa’s face pinked. “Would it be alright to visit him later?” 
 
    Birger winked. “Just so.” Then he turned to Oliver, growing more businesslike, but no less warm. “Now, then. Erik tells me you’ve got some concerns about propriety and the like.” 
 
    Oliver realized he still stood with his hand hovering over a basket heaped with scones of some sort. He selected one, though the thought of eating it turned his stomach. “Yes, well.” His headache was making it difficult to put his thoughts into words. Probably eating would help; he added a slice of cold ham. “I think anyone would have – have those sorts of concerns. It’s only proper.” 
 
    When he lifted his head, Birger was studying him, unsmiling. 
 
    “Are you al lright, lad?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine. Shall we sit?” 
 
    They did, only for Oliver to realize he’d forgotten tea. “Oh, drat.” 
 
    “I’ll get you some,” Tessa said, up off the bench and heading back for the buffet before he could protest.  
 
    Across from him, Birger said, “I understand your worry. I hear it’s very important in the South – having proper escorts and doing things by the books. You don’t want tongues wagging at court.” 
 
    “Young, highborn, unmarried ladies don’t go off alone with young men back home.” 
 
    “But she wasn’t alone. Her maid was with her.” 
 
    “Yes,” Oliver conceded. He picked up his scone – it had some sort of berry in it – and then put it back down, nauseous at the idea of tasting it.  
 
    “And the boys,” Birger went on, “I can assure you, while impulsive, and pig-headed as their uncle at times – they have his sense of honor as well. They would never…” 
 
    Oliver waved and nodded. “Yes, I don’t really think they would – do anything.” 
 
    Birger studied him another moment, then smiled. “It’s in your nature to worry, though, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Well, someone ought to. War, and wolves, and marriage contracts. Someone’s got to worry about all that.” 
 
    Birger chuckled. “Right you are. Maybe we should keep you.” 
 
    Magnus had said the same thing his first night. Before Oliver could come up with an answer for that through his brain fog, Tessa returned with his tea. “Thank you. You didn’t have to.” 
 
    “It was no trouble.” She touched his shoulder – and then her hand slid up, quick, and he felt the tips of her fingers on his neck. They were shockingly cold, and he flinched away from them – and that was before he realized what she was doing.  
 
    When he turned his head, she stood frozen, frowning at him. “Ollie,” she started. “Are you sure–” 
 
    “You should be in bed, lad,” Birger said. 
 
    Oliver glanced around, already drawing himself up for an argument – how could Birger possibly know – but he was talking to Leif, who stood now beside their table, all but asleep on his feet.  
 
    The prince wore a rumpled tunic, and the same dirty leggings and boots from yesterday, stiff where mud and snow had dried on them. His hair was a wild snarl of tangles and unraveling braids, and blue shadows like bruises lay heavy beneath his eyes. His face had that same slack, sick look that Oliver’s had in the mirror earlier.  
 
    “No,” Leif said, and all but fell onto the bench beside Birger. “’M fine.” 
 
    Birger sighed and slid his own plate over in front of the boy. “He doesn’t want for eyes to watch over him. Eat something and then go lie down for a little while.” 
 
    Leif took a half-hearted bite of ham and didn’t respond.  
 
    “Leif,” Tessa said, and at another time, Oliver might have laughed at the way the prince’s gaze snapped up to her. He was so tired he hadn’t even made note of her presence yet. “Birger says that Rune should make a full recovery. I’m very glad to hear it.” 
 
    Leif’s smile was an unsteady, painful thing, only a flicker, and then gone again. “That’s what Olaf says.” 
 
    “You must be so tired if you sat up with him all night. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Another fleeting smile, this one even less steady. “Thanks.” 
 
    “I’ll go and get you some tea.” 
 
    Leif’s gaze followed her a moment, exhausted, wistful – hopeless – and then dropped to his plate again.  
 
    Oliver knew well the expression of a man who realized he was not the apple of an intended lover’s eye. It was yet another face he’d met in the mirror oftener than he ought to have.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Ollie, I’m worried.” 
 
    Tessa expected his response, that dismissive little half-wave that was totally undermined by the pink in his cheeks and the glassy gaze. His movements weren’t as crisp as normal, he’d barely touched his breakfast, and when she’d pressed her fingers to his neck earlier, she’d found his skin over-warm.  
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. 
 
    “We’ve got to stop using that word so much,” she muttered.  
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    He wasn’t keeping up with conversation very well, either; she added that to her mental checklist. He might have caught a cold traipsing through the snow last night – or, she feared, his marsh fever might be flaring up.  
 
    “Nothing,” she said. They were climbing the grand stairs, and a darted look showed that Oliver was gripping the bannister tight, his brow furrowed. “I’m off to see Rune. Do you want to come?” 
 
    “No. I think I’ll – do some more reading. Maybe.” 
 
    Oh, he really wasn’t well. She wanted to march him back to his chamber and force him into bed. Amelia could have done so, but Tessa doubted her own forcefulness.  
 
    “We can meet up for lunch later, then.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    She watched him go into the library and lingered at the threshold, biting her lip, searching for further signs of weakness. He went straight to a shelf, as if familiar with it, and hovered a fingertip over the spines there, choosing a book.  
 
    With a sigh, she resigned herself to the fact that she could do nothing for him until he needed her help, and continued on.  
 
    The royal apartments were on the third floor, the same as her own room, but it was only now, as she passed her door, that she questioned the placement of their guest chambers. They were only just down the hall from where the king and his family slept, and that struck her as strange. At Drake Hold, guests were always housed in a separate wing, clear on the other side of the manor. Here, though, she passed their chambers, and through an open set of double doors flanked by guards who nodded pleasantly at her, and entered a wide chamber with a vaulted ceiling, and hallways branching off from it on three sides.  
 
    For all of its soaring ceilings and formidable stone walls, it was a cozy space, full of Southern sofas and armchairs, a fire crackling in a massive fireplace carved with wolves and reindeer. The tapestries on the walls were ornate and richly-detailed, scenes full of many people, all of which would require a closer inspection to understand, though the one above the fireplace clearly showed a coronation of some sort, a dark-headed man kneeling as a crown was placed on his head. There were bookshelves, and a table full of cups and decanters, pegs that held cloaks. She spotted a pair of boots by the hearth, and an open book on a tufted footstool. An abandoned mug on a side table; a small knife and a piece of half-finished whittling on another.  
 
    The branching hallways led doubtless to private chambers, bedrooms and wash rooms, but this was the place where the royal family spent cold evenings, reading together, sharing a drink, talking freely, out from under the scrutiny of court. Here they could truly be a family, and not a king, and a lady, and two princes.  
 
    Tessa felt suddenly that she was intruding.  
 
    But then Revna appeared at the mouth of one hallway, and smiled in welcome. “There you are. Right as rain this morning. Feeling better?” 
 
    “Much, thank you. Astrid’s been wonderful.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. Are you here to see the patient?” Her smile took on a mischievous glint that reminded Tessa of Rune. “He’s past ready to be gallant and beg your forgiveness.” 
 
    “Oh, that won’t be–” 
 
    “Hush now. It’s high time my son learned to beg properly.” She held out a hand. “Come on, he’s just had breakfast.” 
 
    Revna’s hand was warm, but surprisingly callused. The smooth, hard, established calluses of someone who’d done the same sort of work over and over again, until the habit was a part of their skin. Not the tough fingertips of someone with a deft hand at needlepoint. Calluses from riding, perhaps – the boys had pointed out their mother’s horse yesterday.  
 
    The hallway was short, and ended in a glorious stained-glass window that depicted a howling white wolf atop a mountain peak, a crescent moon overhead.  
 
    “That’s lovely,” Tessa said, nodding toward it.  
 
    “A nod to the old Úlfheðnar blood,” Revna explained. “Father never wanted us to forget that, no matter how Southern we became, we originated up in the wild mountains.” 
 
    A door stood to the left, and one to the right. “That’s Leif,” Revna said of the one on the left. “And here’s our invalid,” she said, fondly, and opened the other door into a large, well-lit chamber heaped with the particular clutter of a boy fast becoming a man, caught a bit between both worlds. A desk held an untidy pile of books, a map pinned down with heavy silver candlesticks, and a parchment marked with writing, the quill left stuck in the inkwell. A wooden knight on horseback perched on the corner, a child’s toy, the sight of which charmed her.  
 
    Rune’s bed was a grander affair than the one in her own guest chamber, as to be expected: a heavy four-poster carved with bold lines, and stylized wolves. Rune sat propped against a stack of pillows, a fur across his lap, dressed in a soft-looking cream nightshirt with the laces open. Tessa stole a glimpse of sharp collarbones and the defined line between strong, dark-furred chest muscles before focusing her gaze on his face. His hair was loose, and rumpled from the pillow. He had a black eye, and a nasty bruise at his temple, a gash shiny with ointment. But his gaze, thankfully, was his own today, if tired, and not the glassy, distant one of last night. A gaze that landed on her – and then shifted to panic.  
 
    He bolted upright and scrambled to fling the covers back. “Lady Tess–” 
 
    Bjorn was seated at a chair on the far side of his bed, and put a giant hand on his shoulder to pin him back against the pillows with minimal effort. “Stay down, you fool,” he said, with stern fondness. “You’ll only pass out in front of the lady, and then where will you be?” 
 
    Color infused Rune’s pale face, but he subsided with a glare for Bjorn. One that melted into a pleading expression when he looked back to Tessa. “Tessa, I’m so sorry. Are you well? You look well – er, that is, you don’t look injured, or sick, not that you don’t look pretty, also, you do, but – er–” His blush deepened.  
 
    Bjorn chuckled under his breath.  
 
    Rune’s brow furrowed. He took a deep breath, and let it out with a determined air. “I’m sorry to have led you into danger, my lady. And I’m sorry that I wasn’t myself last night.” He nodded, afterward – so there – and he resembled his uncle in that moment, save the quiet desperation in his gaze. His guilt was palpable – and endearing.  
 
    There was a chair on the near side of the bed, right up close, and Tessa took a seat there. Rune’s hand lay on top of the covers in front of her, and she didn’t resist the sudden impulse to cover it with one of hers. She heard his quick, indrawn breath, and felt the way he stiffened, suddenly, through the throb of tension in the back of his hand.  
 
    “Rune, there’s no need to apologize,” she said, smiling at him, watching the shock on his face slowly melt to something so sincere it left her a little breathless. “You couldn’t have predicted the wolves.” 
 
    His lips pressed together; his gaze dropped, and his hand curled to a fist beneath hers. “I knew there were wolves in the forest – I heard them singing last week. It was a risk taking you there.” He looked despondent, and Tessa didn’t know enough about the habits of wolves to dispute him with any confidence.  
 
    It was Bjorn who offered solace. “The wolves haven’t set upon a party on horseback in twenty years. They’ve been meek as mice for longer than you’ve been alive, lad. What happened yesterday wasn’t to be expected.” 
 
    Tessa sent the huge warrior a grateful look, and focused on Rune again, tightening her hand over his. “The important thing is that we’re all back here safe, and on the mend.” Too late, she remembered the crumpled shape of his horse at the bottom of the cliff, blood staining the snow in a corona around him. “Rune, I’m very sorry about Ris.” 
 
    He stared at his free hand a long moment, fingers curled tight in the covers. His lashes flickered rapidly against his cheeks, dark screens that concealed his eyes. “Leif was right: I shouldn’t have taken him.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” It was all she could say, and she felt helpless for it.  
 
    Then his hand turned beneath hers, so they rested palm-to-palm, and his head lifted, his eyes shiny and wet, but the tears held in check. His voice was thick with them, but didn’t waver. “Uncle’s always telling me that it’s time to grow up and employ some good judgement. He’s right – he’s always been right. It’s time for me to start listening.” He attempted a smile, brave for all that it trembled. 
 
    His palm, where it was pressed to hers, bore the same pattern of calluses as his mother’s.  
 
    Calluses from the bow, from the sword.  
 
    His mother had a warrior’s hands, and so did he. 
 
    It was easy, in that moment, with the sun streaming in through the window, unkind to the bruises on his face, to see the sort of man he would grow into – a sight that left her chest warm, and bright, and her lungs struggling to draw breath. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Oliver jerked upright with a start. For a moment, he was aware only of the throbbing of his head, the sharp pain in his eyes, and his empty, churning stomach. His head was nearly too heavy to lift.  
 
    But he blinked, and recalled that he’d been in the library – that he still was; he’d fallen asleep face-down in the book he’d been reading, a dry tome about Northern botany. His vision was blurred, but he was soon able to identify what had awakened him.  
 
    Little Bo, his hair blazing in the slanted sunlight, sat perched opposite, all buy lying on the tabletop, propped up on his elbows, staring with rapt fascination at him.  
 
    Oliver rubbed the grit from his eyes. “May I help you?” His voice was hoarse and croaky.  
 
    “You were snoring,” Bo said, matter-of-factly. “You sounded like a bear.” 
 
    “Doubtful.” Oliver scrubbed at his eyes again, but they refused to clear completely. His neck tweaked as he sat back from the table, and he winced at the soreness there.  
 
    “Why were you sleeping?” 
 
    Normally, Oliver found precocious, undeterrable children amusing – he envied their boldness, to be honest – but he was exhausted, and achy, and not in the mood today. “Because I spent half the night on horseback in the bitter cold.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Oliver sighed. “I was looking for someone.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “My cousin.” 
 
    His already-big eyes widened further. “Oh! Is she the girl with the red hair like me?” 
 
    “Not quite as red as yours. More like mine.” 
 
    “Is she gonna marry Leif, then? Is that the one?” 
 
    He sighed again. His head felt awful. “I don’t know who she’ll marry.” 
 
    “But Ivar said–” 
 
    The blond boy, presumably Ivar, appeared behind his younger friend and gripped his sleeve. “Bo,” he hissed. “Olaf is going to–” 
 
    “Bo Borson!” a deep voice boomed from the doorway. “Leave the poor man alone and return to your studies!” 
 
    “Told you,” Ivar said with a huff.  
 
    The boys scrambled back to their own table, toward Olaf – the white-bearded gentleman Oliver had seen before. The physician, he realized, remembering what Birger had said that morning.  
 
    Their physician back home had often brewed feverfew tea for Oliver when he fell ill, during one of his flare-ups. But this wasn’t a flare-up, he told himself sternly. Only a little cold. A little lingering ache from last night’s adventures. He hadn’t had a flare-up in a long time, and he wouldn’t have one here, so far from home, a guest of foreign royalty.  
 
    Please, gods, no, he prayed.  
 
    Olaf began a lecture for the boys, and Oliver abandoned his day’s reading – if it was putting him to sleep, it wasn’t that worthwhile anyway – and made his slow, worryingly-unsteady way down to the great hall to see about lunch.  
 
    He’d missed it, a fact that dismayed him more than it should have. The trestles were being wiped down, and mugs and plates toted in baskets back toward the kitchen.  
 
    Cold fair remained on the sideboard, though. Oliver fixed himself a ham roll without any relish, but knowing he had to eat at this point, and turned to find Magnus sitting alone at the end of one trestle, applying himself to a whole, heaped plate of ham rolls.  
 
    Oliver supposed men this large had to eat more than they did in the South. Too tired to worry about his usual nerves, he dropped down opposite the guard, and was greeted warmly.  
 
    “Don’t take this as an insult, now,” he said, and Oliver paused with his roll halfway to his mouth. “But you’re looking a bit peaky, there. You didn’t catch cold out there in all that snow last night, now, did you?” 
 
    “No.” A hard chill chose that moment to ripple through him, and he couldn’t help but to shudder. “Maybe,” he conceded, and put down his food as his stomach clenched tight. “I’m not – I’m not sick. Just…” He hated the way he felt shamed by the admission, angry, but too tired to even fume properly. “Been a bit off all day.” 
 
    Magnus nodded sagely. “Happens to the best of us. I spent four days laid up last winter. Felt like I’d taken an axe to the head.” He polished off his last roll and licked his fingers. “I know just what you need.” 
 
    Which was how Oliver found himself following Magnus down the wide, spiral stone staircase that led down into the caves upon which the palace had been built.  
 
    He’d always thought of caves as dark and dank, with low ceilings, and unidentifiable slime underfoot. These caves, though…The stairs deposited them in a warm, high-ceilinged space of smooth stone, with cressets mounted to the walls, their soft, flickering glow picking out pale veins in the stone, seams of what looked like silver and gold, warm and gleaming. The air was shockingly fresh, snow-scented. There were vents, Magnus explained, shafts that led to the outdoors, tall enough to walk through, for a whole company of soldiers to march through, and sealed with heavy iron grates locked shut against invaders. There were ways to seal them off, he said, should the need ever arise, but in peace times, the airflow made it rather pleasant down here. 
 
    Oliver didn’t disagree.  
 
    Tunnels branched off, leading to storerooms, Magnus explained. But the main tunnel, which widened as they traversed floors worn even from the passage of many feet, led to the baths. The scent of water reached them; moisture clung to the walls in droplets that welled and broke, tracking like tears down the stone. The air grew warm, and humid.  
 
    They reached a fork. “That’s for the ladies.” He pointed to the right. “And for the lads.” To the left. Then he glanced back over his shoulder and waggled his brows. “But that’s more a generally-accepted suggestion and not a rule, per se.” 
 
    Oliver found himself chuckling, despite the weight of fatigue. He followed Magnus down the left fork, where they passed first through what was obviously a dressing room, with pegs and shelves along the wall, and benches for sitting, and cubbies full of clean white towels, and cakes of soap, and an assortment of sponges, bristled brushes, and oils. Beyond lay a vast chamber full of sunken pools, all of them steaming like soup kettles. The water was a clear, mineral blue, and he could see where stone benches had been set down in the water, along the edges of each pool. Footpaths wound between them, broken by the occasional stalagmite. The low murmur of voices echoed from deeper in, too distant to make out the words.  
 
    Oliver said, “How many pools are there?” 
 
    “I’ve never counted,” Magnus said. “Plenty. Some are nice and big – you can conduct meetings in them. But there’s smaller ones, too; nice and cozy, fit for a little privacy.”  
 
    Oliver chose not to respond to the look that accompanied that tidbit of information.   
 
    “This is – incredible, really.” 
 
    “And it’ll do you a world of good, too. Have a nice soak, and see if you don’t feel better after.” 
 
    Magnus had evening guard shift tonight, so he headed off with a soap recommendation, and left Oliver to it.  
 
    He stood a long moment in the dressing room, once he was alone, thinking that he ought to go and find Tessa, that he ought to inquire after Rune’s health. That soaking in a hot spring wasn’t furthering his cause at all: he was here to broker a marriage and an alliance, not to steep in lavender oil for his own enjoyment.  
 
    But he felt wretched at this point, and one whiff of the un-stoppered lavender decided him. He would take five minutes. Ten, maybe, to let the hot water ease the ache from his joints, and chase the chill from his skin.  
 
    He undressed in a hurry, fingers fumbling, keenly aware of the sleek, slender, pale lines of his body, and how they were nothing like those of the hardened warriors that filled this place. He gathered towel, soap, oil, and went to find a pool. He chose a small one, tucked around a stalagmite, one that offered a bit of shelter and privacy. Then he climbed in.  
 
    The water was heavenly. The first touch enveloped him like silk, and he slid right down, until his head rested against the rock edge of the pool, with a deep groan. “Oh, gods.” The heat of it pressed the cold back; he could feel all of his muscles unclench, and only realized then how very tense they’d been all day, since waking. Steam rose up all around him, kissing his face, obscuring his vision.  
 
    “Ten minutes,” he told himself, and let his eyes slip shut.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He drifted. The heat dragged him under, and though he would rouse himself, eyes cracking open now and then, he fell into a sort of trance in which he could no longer tell if he was asleep or awake, only that he was comfortable, so, so comfortable.  
 
    He dreamed. Dreams in which fantasy intruded – the sorts of fantasies that he wouldn’t allow himself when he was awake. The dangerous sort that set aside propriety, and cultural expectation. The sort that ignored a person’s bad qualities, the impossibility of such things, and left him a purely physical being, with purely physical desires.  
 
    He dreamed of winding dark, silver-shot hair round his fingers; of the rough scrape of a beard at his throat. The press of a solid, warm chest against his own, and big holds squeezing at his waist. Blue eyes – he’d never seen such eyes. They haunted him.  
 
    “Mr. Meacham.”  
 
    He frowned, because he didn’t want to be Mr. Meacham in this dream, the dream of skin-on-skin and warm furs underneath and hot breath in his ear. Ollie. He wanted the king of Aeretoll to call him Ollie in his low, rich voice when he was–  
 
    “Oliver.” 
 
    That was better. 
 
    “Oliver.” A hand touched his face; cupped his cheek. A large hand, one rough with calluses across the palm, but the touch itself gentle. He felt something cool and smooth – metal, the bands of heavy rings. “Can you hear me? How long have you been here?” 
 
    He knew that voice – only now it was sharp with worry, rather than warm and rumbly with desire.  
 
    Oliver realized that his eyes were shut, and he cracked them open, slowly, painfully, to find a hazy face floating above his: sharp-featured, and bearded, and framed by the dark, silver-shot hair that he’d dreamed of tanging his hands in. He could see the vivid blue of the king’s eyes, but his vision was too blurred to make out the expression in them.  
 
    It’s not fair how beautiful you are, he thought.  
 
    But when he opened his mouth, he croaked, “Hot.” Because he was – he was boiling.  
 
    Erik’s broad hand shifted to his forehead, then his throat. “Yes, you are,” he muttered. “You’re blazing with fever. Hey – hey, don’t fall asleep. Stay awake, stay with me.” 
 
    But Oliver’s eyes were too heavy to keep open. “I would.” He was aware of his mouth moving, but had no control over it. “I would stay with you…if you asked me to…If you wanted me. I have…I have nothing. And you make me ache.” 
 
    Above him, there was a sharp breath. Then: “Holy gods.” 
 
    Oliver heard shouts, and the stamp of feet. 
 
    And then he heard nothing else. The fever claimed him fully.  
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    “I’m worried about him,” Tessa said as she and Revna started down the grand staircase side-by-side. “He doesn’t like to admit when he feels poorly, but I know that he does now. I don’t want him to hole up somewhere and deny it if he needs help.” 
 
    “There’s plenty of places to hide here,” Revna said. “It seems to go on forever sometimes – but I know all the best hiding spots. We’ll find him,” she assured.  
 
    They’d already checked his chamber and the library. Tessa had set out to ask him down to supper, after having spent most of the afternoon with Rune, talking to him until his dark mood seemed to have lifted and he’d begun to smile again, and even laugh, trading childhood stories. He’d grown tired, though, she could tell, and Revna had decreed that he needed rest – and, if Olaf approved, a night of complete sleep without having to be awakened every hour.  
 
    As they descended to the great hall, the usual clatter of meal preparation was underway – and then was suddenly broken. A hush fell, followed by a smattering of whispers and hisses and soft exclamations. Tessa glanced up, and saw why.  
 
    King Erik strode toward them, his stride ground-eating, his expression all clenched jaw and blazing blue eyes. He was only half-dressed, in boots, trousers, and a simple tunic, unlaced. His guards hurried to keep up with him, one on either side.  
 
    It took a moment of staring in incomprehension before Tessa realized that the white-wrapped bundle he carried in his strong arms was her cousin.  
 
    She gasped. “Ollie!” She lifted her skirts and ran down the last few steps, straight toward Erik. Who nearly collided with her, pulling up at the last second. This close, she could hear the harsh, fast rhythm of his breathing; could see, when she glanced toward his face, the suppressed panic shining in his gaze.  
 
    She turned her attention to Oliver. He was swaddled in towels, but, based on a glimpse of arm, and throat, and the sight of his bare feet, he appeared to be naked beneath. His auburn hair was dark and damp, plastered to his neck and forehead. His eyes were closed, shifting restlessly beneath the lids, and his face was unmistakably flushed.  
 
    She touched his cheek, shocked by the intensity of his fever. “Oh, Ollie. No.” 
 
    “He was in the baths,” Erik said, roughly. “Gods knows how long he was in there. He roused a little – babbling nonsense.”  
 
    One of the guards spoke up, his expression worried – she thought his name was Magnus. “I thought he was just a little sore from last night. If I’d thought he was sick…” He shook his head.  
 
    “It’s the marsh fever,” Tessa explained. “He’s had it since he was a boy, and it flares up now and then.” 
 
    “It’s what?”  
 
    Erik’s voice snapped her head back, and she was shocked by the intensity of his gaze.  
 
    “Marsh fever,” she said. “You’ve heard of it?” 
 
    “Yes. Of course.” But his gaze flitted wildly down to Oliver’s slack face. “But I didn’t know – know that he–” 
 
    To her surprise, Tessa felt a sudden urge to comfort him. “It’s frightening, but he always pulls through it. He needs rest, and time. Our physician always made him a feverfew tea.” 
 
    Revna bustled over. “Oh, he looks terrible.” She glanced up at her brother, and Tessa saw their gazes lock – saw, for one wild moment, the way Erik looked nothing like a king, but like a frightened boy.  
 
    Revna’s jaw firmed. “Come on,” she said, gently, “and let’s put him to bed.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tessa might have been young, and she might have been physically innocent, and she could acknowledge that she was naïve about certain matters. She was sixteen, that was only natural.  
 
    But she wasn’t stupid. 
 
    And she was observant.  
 
    Oliver had never said it outright, but she’d noted the direction of his gazes, on occasion; had watched his face twist with regret, and shame, and a hollow sort of longing that spoke of repression. She knew in which direction his amorous feelings lay, though, if he’d ever had his heart outright broken by an affair, he’d kept that information tightly guarded.  
 
    Upon their arrival, she’d noticed two things straight off: one, that Oliver thought King Erik a pompous, heavy-handed prick. And two: that he was, probably against his will, attracted to him. He masked it well, but he had her eyes, the Drake eyes, and she’d seen the faint spark of want in them, hastily tamped-down.  
 
    It was only to be expected, she supposed. Erik was a handsome, powerful, striking man. Too old for her, but older enough to be thrilling for someone her cousin’s age. She understood. 
 
    But she wasn’t at all prepared for what she was witnessing now. For Erik’s shocking tenderness and worry.  
 
    He carried Oliver all the way up two flights of stairs, despite the guard’s offer to take him. When they reached Oliver’s room, Tessa folded down the covers and watched, fascinated, as Erik laid him gently down, a hand cupped behind his head at the last, before surrendering him to the pillow. He didn’t draw away, after, but remained, one hand pressed to Oliver’s chest, the other palming over his forehead, checking his temperature.  
 
    “Is it normally this bad?” he asked Tessa, glancing up at her from beneath knitted brows. The way he was bent over the bed put them on eye level – she’d never imagined a king in such a position, especially not over a visiting emissary. 
 
    (Oliver’s not that, she thought. Not anymore.) 
 
    “We thought he would die, once, when I was ten,” she said, and the furrow between Erik’s brows deepened. “But he didn’t. I’m sure he won’t. We’ll make him comfortable, and the fever will run its course, like it always does.” 
 
    He looked unconvinced. 
 
    Revna moved around the bed to stand beside her brother; laid a hand on his shoulder. “It’ll be fine, Erik,” she said in a low, soothing voice. “I’ve already sent for Olaf – no one handles fever better, you know that. We’ll have him back on his feet and being impertinent in no time.” 
 
    Erik stared at Oliver’s face, still touching him, stricken. 
 
    Revna turned her head and caught Tessa’s gaze. Something hard flickered there, like a warning, and Tessa was taken aback by it.  
 
    Revna turned back to her brother, hand tightening on his shoulder, and Tessa remembered the calluses – the evidence of sword work. This was a woman who would protect her family from any threat.  
 
    Tessa wanted to tell her that they were on the same side – on the side of relatives with much to lose. But for now, she kept silent.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    After a thorough examination, Olaf pronounced the patient as exhibiting the classic signs of marsh fever. He carefully spooned feverfew tea down Oliver’s throat, applied cool compresses to his forehead, throat, and chest, and left them with a list of instructions that Tessa took with a capable-looking nod. He promised to be back soon to check on him, but, upon his parting, advised them that there wasn’t a great deal any of them could do aside from work to keep his fever down and ensure he stayed hydrated with water, broth, and honey.  
 
    Tessa transformed immediately, from shy, retiring girl – though Revna was certain that was simply her good manners taking the fore most of the time – to a brisk, efficient nurse. A maid – Thyra – with some physician’s training came to assist, and things seemed to be well in hand. Revna was worried for Oliver, for she’d grown quite fond of him, and his cousin, but she knew that only patience would get any of them through the fight that lay ahead – the fight Oliver must wage with his own body.  
 
    It was Erik that gave her the most worry.  
 
    It took more effort than it should have to tow him from the room. In the hallway, Revna looped her arm through his, locked her fingers around his wrist, and pulled him unresisting down to his study. He walked along beside her, but without his usual purposeful stride, the one that always left her picking up her skirts and hustling to match. This evening, he came along docile as a lamb, and when she finally let go of him, with the study door shut and holding the world at bay, she turned to him already knowing what she’d find on his face. 
 
    It was worse than anticipated, though. That withdrawn, faraway stare, the glazed eyes, the lax jaw.  
 
    “Erik.” She took both his large, rough hands into her own, where they lay limp and unresisting as dead things. “Erik, it isn’t the same. It isn’t the same at all.” 
 
    She’d been only a baby when their eldest brother, Herleif, died of a sudden, terrible fever, and so she hadn’t been there with Arne and Erik when they’d stood outside the closed chamber door and begged to be allowed to see their brother. Hadn’t caught a glimpse of a flushed-red face tossing on a pillow, nor heard the low, pained moans that had been the last sounds he’d uttered, but she knew that was where Erik walked now, in the past with ghosts. There were so many of them, and she knew that Oliver, pink and sweating and unconscious, looked bound to join them.  
 
    His gaze shifted, restless and unseeing, over the room before landing on their hands, and then shifting to her face. It cleared, then, and his jaw tightened, and his hands came alive in her grip. “No, it’s not,” he ground out, savagely – too savagely, a harsh cover for his inner turmoil. “That was my brother, and this is just some soft, foreign stranger.” He twisted out of her grip, and stalked across the room toward the sideboard, and the decanters there.  
 
    Revna sighed and settled into one of the chairs by the fire. Tossed another log onto the dwindling stack and watched it send a shower of sparks up the chimney. She heard wine being poured – a more than generous portion of it. “You might be older than me, but that doesn’t make you wiser. Don’t play him off as a ‘soft, foreign stranger,’ at least not in front of me.” 
 
    The decanter thumped down heavily, followed by the sure tread of his boots. A goblet appeared in front of her, and she took it with brows lifted in surprise. “Thanks.” 
 
    He grunted a response and braced a hand against the mantelpiece, gaze fixed on the fire, brow furrowed. He sipped his wine and didn’t comment on her statement.  
 
    She wasn’t going to let him avoid it that easily. “What I meant,” she said, “is that Herleif’s fever was sudden, and overwhelming, and came with a host of other complications. He had scarlet fever – it was not a chronic, recurring condition like Oliver’s. He may not be built like all you great oxen here, but he’s otherwise strong, and healthy. He’s pulled through this many times before, and there’s no reason to think that he won’t now.” 
 
    He slanted her a dark look. 
 
    “Don’t pretend indifference. You were the portrait of a prince in a fairytale just now, carrying him that way.” 
 
    His gaze dropped again, a muscle in his jaw pulsing as he swallowed. His hand tightened on the mantel, rings scraping at the wood.  
 
    “Erik.” She softened her voice. “I know you. I know that under that cloak of dignity and responsibility, under all your grief and anger, that you are still my wild, sweet brother. Rune reminds me so much of you, sometimes–” 
 
    “Rev.” It was a warning. 
 
    One she ignored. “I’ve seen the way you look at him. It doesn’t matter if he’s soft, or foreign, or strange, you are utterly charmed.” She sat forward. “When you look at him, the years and the worry melt off your face.” 
 
    He turned toward her, and it broke her heart to see that, beneath his veneer of bristling aggression, he was frightened – not just for Oliver’s health, she didn’t think, but for his own heart. His own sense of equilibrium. “I am a king. It’s my job to worry. I am all that stands between Aeretoll and the wilds of the Waste, and the hatred of the South. I” – he jabbed a finger roughly at his own chest – “am the great wall that keeps both sides safe from one another. And walls do not care about fairytales.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re a wall. A bloody thick one. But you’re a man, too, and you deserve to want things for yourself.” 
 
    He grimaced and faced away. “I am duty-bound.” 
 
    “To never love? To never laugh? Erik, in the short time that he’s been here, you’ve smiled more than you have in–” 
 
    “That’s enough,” he snapped. “I will hear no more of it. If the boy survives, we’ll ship him back to his people in Drakewell as soon as he can manage the journey.” 
 
    She sighed loudly, to show her displeasure. The pig-headed idiot! “Listen, I know that you’re worried about propriety, about looking strong in front of–” 
 
    “Revna.” 
 
    She bit back the rest of her sentence. There was no reasoning with him when he got like this, at least not in her experience.  
 
    He sipped his wine, and brooded, and, even if he would never say so, she knew that he ached.  
 
    Please, gods, let that boy live. I desperately need him to kiss my idiot brother.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Oliver was gripped by fever for five days.  
 
    “Do you think he can hear us?” Rune whispered, leaning in close enough that his hair tickled at Tessa’s ear.  
 
    She suppressed a pleasant shiver. “Maybe. I’m not sure. If so, I don’t know that he can understand us all that well. Fever delirium, and all.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    It was midday, and the two of them sat in chairs by the hearth, eating the simple lunch of late harvest apples and cheese that Rune had brought her. Leif had been visiting, helping to keep quiet, solemn vigil over Oliver as he tossed, and fretted, and murmured in his fever sleep. He laid a comforting hand on Tessa’s shoulder, and offered gentle smiles, and words of encouragement.  
 
    Rune, though, brought an infectious cheer with him. He fussed over Oliver, worrying, asking if there was anything he could do, his expression marked with true concern. But then he would find wide smiles for her, and tell her ridiculous stories until she laughed, despite her own worry and tiredness. He brought her things, too: a scone, an apple, a cup of wine. A lap blanket stitched with snowflakes and wolves that he’d said had been his own, once, when he was smaller. And small, crudely-whittled wooden animals – a reindeer, a wolf, a bear, a horse – that she suspected he’d made himself. Those she’d lined up in the window ledge, and her glaze flitted to them often, in the dark hours of night when Oliver was at his worst. Astrid helped where she could, and Thyra had been a blessing, around forty, sturdy, strong enough to lift Oliver up so they could change his sweat-soaked nightshirts, unshy about bathing him with damp sponges, and resolute in her efforts to spoon broth and honey into his mouth.  
 
    Tessa spent most of those five days in his room, applying fresh compresses to his flushed skin, helping Thyra, save for the moments when she was shooed out on the grounds of her virginity, which was just dumb. She cat-napped in the armchair when she could, though Revna was constantly coming to spell her, urging her to seek her own bed next door. She did a few times, but guilt and love pulled her back before too long.  
 
    It was the fifth day, today, and she was sore, and exhausted to the point of tears. Rune’s visit had lifted her spirits, for a time, but as the light faded beyond the window, so too did the last of her strength.  
 
    Something warm splashed onto her hand, and she realized she was crying. Silent, though insistent tears; they’d snuck up on her, but once they’d started, she couldn’t stop them, dashing at her cheeks fruitlessly with the backs of her hands.  
 
    “Do you – Tessa?” Rune’s tone shifted to alarm as he turned toward her. “Oh no. I’m sorry. Did I say the wrong thing?” 
 
    “No, no.” Her voice was clogged and awful-sounding. She reached into her sleeve for a handkerchief, but didn’t have one there. She’d worn this dress for two days solid. “No, I’m only being silly. It’s just – I’m so worried. And he’s still so – so–” She pointed at Oliver, helpless and flushed, his hair dark with sweat. “I don’t know what else to do for him,” she whispered. His cheeks looked hollow, shadowed with obvious weight loss. His head turned restlessly on the pillow, and the movement gapped his nightshirt, showing collarbones gone blade-sharp.  
 
    A heavy weight settled across her shoulders, and she realized that it was Rune’s arm. He pulled her into his side, and the heat and solidity of him was such unspeakable relief. She let herself sag; lowered her head onto his shoulder.  
 
    “It’ll be all right.” His breath stirred her hair; she swore she felt his lips at the crown of her head. “I promise you, Tessa. He’ll get better.” 
 
    She knew he was only trying to comfort her, but it felt nice all the same. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I’ve talked with all the maids,” Revna said over a late cup of wine in Erik’s study. “Covertly, of course. None have noticed anything missing, or anything out of place.” 
 
    Birger nodded, as if he’d expected as much. “I think we need to consider that it wasn’t an intruder at all. Just one of the lads sneaking out late one night, for his own reasons, and not wanting to fess up to it.” 
 
    “Meeting a mistress, maybe,” Revna said, and Birger nodded.  
 
    “The tracks led into the woods and crossed a stream,” Bjorn said, frowning. “What sort of tryst is that?” 
 
    Revna shot him a wink over the rim of her cup. “Use your imagination.” 
 
    Birger chuckled, and Bjorn turned a delightful shade of pink beneath his beard.  
 
    When she glanced toward Erik, though, she saw that he wasn’t listening, hands folded on top of his desk, staring into the middle distance. She bit back a sigh. 
 
    For five days, Oliver had lain abed, stricken with fever. Revna had done her share of tending to him, spelling Tessa when the girl would allow herself to be steered to bed. Conferring with Olaf and asking if there was anything they might do. He kept saying the fever had to run its course, but this morning, she’d detected a note of more-than-normal concern in his voice. Five days was a long time for a body to burn like that. 
 
    And it was a long time for a king to brood like this one had. Erik had refused to hear petitions from citizens, had barely eaten, and his eyes were shadowed with sleeplessness. If he bothered to respond when spoken to, it was with an absent, terse remark.  
 
    Revna wanted to shake him. 
 
    She traded glances with Birger and Bjorn, a question forming on her tongue–  
 
    And the door slammed open. Rune strode in, his thunderous expression the image of his uncle from days gone by. “Uncle!”  
 
    His tone snapped Erik out of his trance; he glanced up sharply, gaze already narrowing. “What?” 
 
    “You must do something about Oliver!” Rune flung out an arm, half-supplication, half-challenge. “Tessa was crying, and it’s been five days, and he’s still sick, and you must do something.” 
 
    Erik held still a moment, then he dragged in a rough-sounding breath that lifted his chest, and snarled, “I’m not a physician. What would you have me do?” 
 
    The same fury flared in both of them, that of helplessness, of frustration, but it painted Erik as glacial and heartless, and Rune as fiery and impassioned. “You could tell Olaf to get off his old ass and actually do something! There must be other herbs – other cures. Things we haven’t tried. Write to Drakewell, if you must – send for a shaman! But someone knows something, I know they do, and we can’t just give up.” 
 
    The fire snapped in the hearth, and Rune’s fast, open-mouthed breathing sucked up the rest of the quiet in the room. This was to be a test for Erik, a turning point – for good or for ill. He’d faced such challenges before, and always he chose duty; chose country; chose coldness. She expected that now, heart already sinking, because each time her brother closed himself off from all feeling, he chipped away another bit of his hope and happiness. One day, she would be left with only a shell: an Erik-shaped puppet who could run a nation without flaw, but who couldn’t remember what it felt like to smile.  
 
    She traded a glance with Birger, who shook his head fractionally. 
 
    Bjorn looked glum.  
 
    But then, with a screech of chair legs over stone, Erik stood. His face settled into the mask he wore to battle: the resolve and determination of a warrior who would take any measure, risk any injury to achieve victory. “Go and find him. Drag him away from whatever he’s doing – whatever he’s doing. Bring him to Mr. Meacham’s chamber.” 
 
    Rune blinked at him a moment – then grinned. “Right.” He spun and ran out of the room.  
 
    Revna took a sip of wine to cover her smile, and Birger did the same, she saw, gaze sparkling over the rim of his cup. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Ice rose?” Olaf’s bushy white brows shot up. “Your majesty, that’s – that’s recreational. It’s a hallucinogen.”  
 
    “I’m quite aware of what it is.” Erik had put on his king voice. His Do Not Question Me voice. The sound of it had sent Olaf from groggy to shaking in his robes. “We were given some at last year’s Midwinter Festival. A gift from the Beserkirs. Do we have it still?” 
 
    “Y-yes. I keep it under lock and key.” 
 
    “Get it.”  
 
    Wide-eyed, almost dazed-looking, Olaf stepped out into the hallway and turned toward the tower where he kept his surgery.  
 
    “Ice rose,” Revna said, smiling. “Now there’s an idea. I never would have thought of that.” 
 
    Erik’s gaze shifted to the bed, and the too-still, too-pale figure lying upon it. “Well. Desperate times.”  
 
    For five days, Oliver had been flushed, sweating, and restless, kicking and stirring beneath his covers, murmuring nonsense.  
 
    He’d clearly taken a turn for the worse in the past few hours, though. All the color had left his complexion; he was as bleached as the pillow beneath his head. He’d been losing weight, she’d known, but looked as if he’d dropped a stone since dinner, the bones of his skull sharp beneath waxen skin, his throat as fragile as a flower stem. His chest barely moved as he sipped shallow breaths through parted, chapped lips. He burned to the touch, though.  
 
    Tessa mopped at his brow with a damp cloth, looking too pale and thin herself, worn out from tending to her cousin. She glanced between them and said, “Ice rose?” 
 
    “It grows north of the mountains,” Revna explained. “Not a rose at all, but a kind of weed; it’s so hearty its roots grow on top of the soil, with little hooks that grab onto the ice. Its leaves look like little white roses, which is how it gets its name. Shamans use it to inspire sacred visions – they say it enables them to commune with the gods, or with spirits that have passed beyond the veil. Young clansmen chew it for a thrill. It makes you see and hear things that aren’t there. 
 
    “But the Beserkirs say they used to keep a few leaves of it tucked inside their cheeks when they went raiding down South. Said it kept the awful heat down there at bay.” 
 
    “Will it break his fever?” 
 
    “It’s worth a try. I don’t think he can get anymore incoherent.” 
 
    “No,” Tessa agreed, glumly.  
 
    Erik paced tight circles at the foot of the bed, leather tunic swirling around his legs, darting glances toward the bed on every pass, his hands – linked together behind his back – tightening on one another until his knuckles turned white beneath his rings.  
 
    Oh, you silly fool, Revna thought, fondly, sadly, hurting for him.  
 
    “It’ll work,” Rune said, overflowing with optimism now that he’d gotten Erik involved. His faith in his uncle had always been unfailing, and Revna hoped that it always would be. He laid a comforting hand on Tessa’s shoulder, a touch that had the girl looking up and smiling softly at him – poor Leif, Revna thought with an internal sigh. “You’ll see. The ice rose will work.” 
 
    Olaf finally returned, huffing for breath, a small, sealed chest in his arms. Two serving boys followed him, toting a wooden tub between them. “The ice rose,” he said, setting the chest on the desk. He motioned for the boys to set the tub down before the fireplace. “And I have another idea, too. Ice rose or not, it’s time to get his temperature down, and cold cloths aren’t going to be enough.” 
 
    A third boy entered, and then another, the first carrying pails of water – the second pails of snow.  
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    Erik held his first sword when he was three. It was carved from wood, and not even a foot long. His memories of that moment were fuzzy, at best; a toddler’s blurred impression of smiling, laughing adults, and of swinging so hard he nearly fell over.  
 
    His first steel sword had come at age seven, a gift from his grandfather, commissioned to suit his height and build, as ornate and rune-carved as his father’s massive longsword. Arne had one, too, and they would spar with them in the yard, under the watchful eye of Sig, the armorer, the steel crashing and clanging, the impact shaking up their arms, so they grunted and swore, but didn’t stop, the thrill of it pressing them on and on – until Mother shouted down from the window, or one of them busted their knuckles.  
 
    When he was fifteen, nearly six feet tall and still growing, with hair sprouting on his chin and chest, he commissioned his own sword, his true sword, the one he carried, still – Krig. Grandfather, the Half-Blood, was dead, and it was for him he named his sword. War. Erik was to be the warrior. Herleif was dead, too, but Arne was crown prince in his place, and it would be Erik he sent out to face their enemies; Erik who would spear hearts and cleave necks for him, in defense of their nation. Arne would be the Wall Between Worlds, and Erik the blade.  
 
    His hands had been shaped by swords, and bows, and spears. By the buckles of vambraces, and the laces of padded doublets, and the grit of whetstones. His arms were strong from sparring, from battle; from killing, and maiming. He’d been forged in the fires of violence, not in a wild haze of bloodlust, but through careful practice, and steady purpose. Hotheads didn’t make for good warriors; he’d been hand-crafted, from the time of his birth, to be a weapon. 
 
    Now he was a king, which he’d never thought to be, and for which he’d never asked. And kings spent too long indoors, organizing, weighing, measuring, politicking. Too much time sitting still – time to reflect upon the fact that other things had shaped his hands, too. 
 
    Like the plushness of his mother’s yarn as he rolled it out slowly for her, the clack of her needles a soft, soft echo of the ring of swords clashing in the yard down below.  
 
    Like the silken strands of his horse’s main clenched tight between his fingers as he leaned low over his neck and urged him faster, faster, Arne’s outraged laughter at being beaten echoing behind him. 
 
    Like the warm, worn-smooth calluses of his father’s hand when Frode showed him how to adjust his grip on his bow or his sword. 
 
    Like the quicksilver warmth of his littles sister’s tears when he swiped them away with a careful thumb after she’d taken a spill from her pony. 
 
    Like the shape of his big brother’s fingers, too hot to the touch, just before the fever claimed him. 
 
    Love had shaped his hands, too. Gentleness. Grief. They were strong, capable hands, and they’d seen plenty – seen too much – and they would cling tight to the things he held dear, and push away that which threatened him.  
 
    He’d not thought to find a threat in a sickroom, watching serving boys fill a tub with cold water and snow.  
 
    “Are you trying to give him frostbite?” he snapped, and if his voice came out rough and unsteady, Olaf didn’t react.  
 
    “We’ll have to be careful that we don’t,” the physician said, absently, testing the water with his fingertips. He shook off droplets and nodded. “The trick is to cool the body without triggering hypothermia. This feels about right.” 
 
    “About right?” There were still little chunks of snow melting on the surface. “Plunging him into that will kill him.” 
 
    Olaf sighed. He braced his hands on his hips and looked up at Erik with the same fond exasperation he’d been giving him all his life. “The fever is burning him, lad. If we don’t do something to beat it back, it’ll burn him all up, and he’ll be gone. This – along with the ice rose – is our best option.” 
 
    Erik glanced toward the bed, shocked all over again by the paleness of Oliver’s face. He was nearly the same color as the sheets. Herleif had gotten like that, right at the end, in that snatched moment before Erik was hustled from the room: the rosy bloom of the early fever had given way to the marble white of death. 
 
    He took a breath, and it dragged and caught painfully in his chest. “Fine,” he gritted out. “We’ll do it.” 
 
    “Very good, your majesty. Ladies, if I could have you out of the room – yes, thank you.” 
 
    Tessa lingered a moment, hand pressed to the back of Oliver’s lifeless one.  
 
    Revna sought Erik’s gaze on her way out, and he could read the mingled support and concern in her eyes, the same blue as his own – but softer. More openly loving.  
 
    When she encouraged him – when she’d spoken that first night of the fever, nudging him toward something he wasn’t supposed to want and definitely couldn’t have, so full of understanding and love without judgement – he couldn’t help but feel that he was failing her. She wanted him to be happy, and in that way, he would always let her down.  
 
    The door closed behind the women, and Olaf turned to his assistants. “All right, boys, if you get on this side, and you get on that side, we’ll–”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    Five pairs of eyes swung toward him.  
 
    “Your majesty,” Olaf began.  
 
    “He’s not a felled log to be juggled between four people,” Erik said. “Tell me how it’s done, and then get out.” 
 
    Olaf sighed, but he conferred with his assistants, and they all slipped out.  
 
    In the quiet left by their departure, the loudest sound was the faint rasp of Oliver’s breathing, shallow and too-slow.  
 
    Olaf caught Erik’s gaze and held if for a long moment, lips pursed, brow furrowed. Erik braced himself for a rebuke, or the sort of over-stepping comment that would get a man banished for daring to speak to a king in such a way. There would be no banishment from Erik, because he would have earned whatever was said.  
 
    But, when he spoke, Olaf said, “Take off anything you don’t want to get wet. We need to get most of him in the water, and you’ll have to support his head to make sure he doesn’t slip under.” The physician’s beard twitched as he offered a faint smile. “It’s not cold enough to freeze him, laddie. But don’t come crying to me when your teeth start chattering.” 
 
    “Have I ever?” He reached for his belt buckle, and refused to feel hopeful. Not yet, not yet.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    In the deepest throes of the fever, Oliver’s consciousness was only a thrum of useless energy, an itch, a burning pain in every muscle, and eyelids too heavy to lift. After, once it broke, he could recall only a low murmur of conversation around him, washing over him like the tide, and the remembered urge to comfort those who fretted over him, though speech lay beyond him. It was no different now: he was exhausted, but unable to sleep, he was in the dark, but he couldn’t force his eyes open; he sweated, and twisted, and writhed before everything stilled, and dimmed, and then there was nothing. There was… 
 
    Cold.  
 
    There was an awful, biting, breathtaking cold. It burrowed through his skin and into his bones; wrapped tight around his chest until each breath was an agony. He could feel himself shaking; could hear the ripple and splash of water as his fingers and toes twitched.  
 
    “Shh, shh. Lie still, it’s all right.” A soft, deep, familiar voice. Erik’s voice. And large hands petting over his hair, his face, his chest, warmer than the cold that gripped him, a comfort that he leaned into blindly, seeking more of it. “I’m sorry for the cold, it’s only for a little while.” 
 
    His fever dreams had never been quite so cruel. The pain and weakness and panic were always bad enough, but now, to be taunted with the impossible, to lack the strength to push back against such fantasy…his eyes burned, his tears fire-hot as they slid down his cheeks. A callused finger wiped them away with great gentleness, and he couldn’t take this, he couldn’t.  
 
    Let me die or wake up. Please. I don’t want this sort of lie.  
 
    The voice rumbled on overhead, heedless of his suffering. “Do you think it’s working?” 
 
    “He’s moving much more,” a voice answered, rough at the edges with age, but brisk and practical. “See his eyelids twitching?” 
 
    “Yes, but his lips are blue, Olaf.” 
 
    “We can warm him plenty once the fever breaks. Give it longer. Oliver, lad, can you hear me? Can you open your eyes?” 
 
    Fingers raked through his hair; a thumb trailed along his cheek, tracing a warm tear track. Oliver drew in a breath that burned, and managed to crack his eyes open.  
 
    Blue. All he saw was blue. A dark floor, and dark walls, and dark ceiling, and blue light glancing off the bright corners of blue planes, and blue spikes, and blue shards. Ice. It was ice – a cave full of ice, and the blue light of night, studded with stars beyond the mouth of it. Another light, too, even bluer, the bright hue of a clear summer sky just before dusk; the blue of sapphires, dazzling in the noonday sun.  
 
    Erik’s hands: on his throat, on his jaw, spreading wide over his collarbones, holding him in place, shielding him.  
 
    Oliver wet his lips, tasted something acrid and sharp, and said, “What is this place?” 
 
    The blue light from within the cave swelled and brightened. There was a sound: a low roar, growing louder. An animal sound, echoing, and booming, reverberating up through the floor, grumbling inside his own chest.  
 
    “Oliver.” 
 
    Another voice, distant and blurred, said, “That is no bear.” 
 
    “What – what is it…?” 
 
    “Oliver,” Erik said, cupped his jaw, and tipped his head back. There he was, with his hair in waves around his worried face, the sapphire light glinting off the beads braided there. And his eyes, as perfect, as blue as the light that pulsed around them. Blue enough to drown in. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    Oliver’s hand seemed to weight a hundred pounds, but he lifted it, and though he didn’t understand the water that dripped from it, he managed to reach up and curl one dark braid around his finger. He tugged on it, and Erik lowered his head – down, down, until the heat of his breath fanned across Oliver’s face, so pleasant after all the cold. “I’m glad it’s you,” he told him, and felt his lips form a smile. “You’re a very good dream to have right before the end.” 
 
    Blue eyes widened. “Oliver, no–” 
 
    The light expanded, a flare of jewel-blue, and then white. It burned–  
 
    And then nothing. 
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    When Oliver woke, he knew that the fever had broken, finally. 
 
    He felt like he’d been dragged behind a horse for five miles.  
 
    He cracked crusty eyes open and winced against the sunlight streaming in through the window. Even shifting his head fractionally on the pillow had pain firing through every muscle. He ached…everywhere, and his skin felt raw, like he’d baked in the sunlight. But his head was clear, save the lingering fatigue, and he knew that he wasn’t hallucinating when his gaze landed on the large figure slumped down in a chair by his bedside, eyes closed, chin resting on his broad chest.  
 
    The king of Aeretoll snored softly, wearing nothing but trousers and an unlaced tunic that clung to the heavy muscles in his arms. For all their size, his bare feet looked strangely vulnerable on the rug.  
 
    Oliver rolled his head the other way, and found Tessa standing in the open doorway, one hand on the doorknob, her shocked gaze fixed on the king.  
 
    His throat was dry, and his voice hoarse, but he managed to whisper, “What’s he doing in here?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just walked in.” Then she gasped, and turned toward him. “Ollie! You’re awake!” 
 
    Her exclamation sent Erik awake with a snort.  
 
    She winced. “I’m sorry, your majesty.” She perched on the edge of Oliver’s bed, and he struggled to sit upright; she deftly stacked pillows behind him, so he could lean back against them. “But Oliver’s fever broke!” she said, excitedly. “Look.” 
 
    In the moment that his eyes opened, Erik’s gaze flitted back and forth across the room, searching, his body instantly tense and ready for an attack. Then Oliver watched him take in his surroundings, watched the tension ease as Erik realized he wasn’t in the field somewhere under assault. He let out a deep breath, features relaxing – until his gaze landed on the bed, and Oliver in it, and then the strangest thing happened.  
 
    Relief bloomed, as quick and bright and surprising as the sun peeking from behind a cloud, his smile wide, and unguarded, eyes crinkling at their corners with it.  
 
    Just as quickly, the smile retracted, Erik’s eyes widened, like a child caught in a bit of mischief, and his features smoothed to an expression of only mild interest. “Has it?” he asked, tone bore, and stood. 
 
    But Oliver found that he couldn’t be irritated by that indifferent façade, because he’d seen…something. Something true, and joyful, and very much invested.  
 
    It didn’t give him hope, exactly – never that, it was too impossible for that – but he felt a little less wretched. 
 
    “Yes,” Tessa said, and pressed a hand to his forehead, laughing after. “See? No fever at all.” 
 
    Erik stepped up to the bed – and then placed his hand carefully against Oliver’s forehead.  
 
    Oliver’s breath caught. He knew those calluses, the texture of those fingertips. Whatever his delirium last night, he hadn’t imagined Erik’s hands on him. On his face, on his neck, on his chest. Raking through his hair, fingertips massaging his scalp. He remembered a low, reassuring voice, and blue eyes, and blue light, and being colder than he’d ever been.  
 
    Erik’s hand withdrew, slowly, and when Oliver sought his gaze, he found that the indifference had melted into something else entirely. Oliver couldn’t look away. 
 
    Neither could Erik, apparently. “Lady Tessa,” he said, without addressing her directly. “Why don’t you go and see about finding Oliver a breakfast tray? Something light, I think.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course. And shall I send for Olaf?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “I’ll do it right away. Ollie, I’m so happy.” She leaned in to kiss his cheek, and then hurried away, steps light, humming under her breath.  
 
    When she was gone, Erik sank down slowly to sit on the edge of the bed. His gaze never wavered.  
 
    Oliver wet his lips, grimacing at the acrid aftertaste he found there. “I had…the strangest dream. Not like an ordinary fever dream.” 
 
    “What of?” Erik’s voice was still rough from sleep, and Oliver decided that, if asked, he would pass off his little shiver in response as a lingering chill.  
 
    “I dreamed that I was very cold – that I was in cold water. But you were there, and you were talking to me, telling me it would be all right. You were – you were touching me.” His voice grew faint, and Erik kept staring at him. “Your hands were very warm. But.” His throat was dry, and it hurt to swallow. “That wasn’t a dream at all, was it?” 
 
    Erik swallowed, too; Oliver watched the movement of his strong throat. “Olaf had me put you in a cold bath. Half-water and half-snow to bring your fever down.” 
 
    “Had you put me…why not a manservant?” 
 
    “I – volunteered.” 
 
    That was…that was too much to think about, at the moment, as tired and dizzy as he was. “But there were parts that must not have been real. There was…” Explanation slipped through his fingers, and he frowned; shook his head. 
 
    Erik’s head tilted, and he winced slightly. “That was probably the ice rose.” 
 
    “The…?” A page from his reading returned to him, an ink sketch of a plant with small rosettes for leaves. “Isn’t that a hallucinogen?” 
 
    Erik nodded. “It’s medicinal, too. The clansmen of the Waste swear by it, and, in this case” – a small smile – “it appears to have worked.” 
 
    “Or maybe my fever simply ran its course, like it always does.” 
 
    Erik grew serious again; he leaned forward, a hand on the blankets beside Oliver’s hand, his hair sliding forward over his shoulders so that the sunlight caught the silver strands in it, and they gleamed bright as the beads in his rumpled braids. “You looked dead, by the time I put you in the tub. We are lucky that…” He trailed off, his gaze tracking back and forth across Oliver’s face. Then he sat back with a deep exhale. Gathered himself, all kingly dignity again, formal and stiff. “I apologize for taking you out into the night after your cousin. If the stress caused your relapse, then–” 
 
    “Do you honestly think I would have let you go without me?” Oliver interrupted. “Tessa possibly lying dead or eaten by wolves, and you thought I’d sit by the fire and worry like an old woman?” 
 
    Erik frowned. “There was no need to risk your health.” 
 
    “I’m not as delicate as all that.” 
 
    A single brow arched. 
 
    “All right, fine, I wasn’t dressed warmly enough. And I’m not used to the bloody cold up here. But worrying about Tessa is only the last bit of stress heaped on top of all the stress that’s been building since the duke died.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “What for? You didn’t go off and get yourself killed in some idiot war. That was my family. Yours is just–” He motioned toward Erik. “Stressful in general.” 
 
    Erik’s smile returned, small, but his eyes danced, the warm blue of spring cornflowers in the sunlight. “In what way?” 
 
    It was Oliver’s turn to arch his brows – both, because he couldn’t manage Erik’s one-at-a-time trick. “So asks the king who volunteered to bathe me.” He could see it, then, the image of what it must have looked like filling his mind. Heat flooded his face, and he pressed his hands over his eyes. “Gods, why did you do that?” he mumbled.  
 
    He heard what might have been a chuckle, and then Erik said, “It wasn’t as if it was the first time I saw you in the bath.” 
 
    Realization crashed over him. “The hot springs,” he said against his palms. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That really happened?” 
 
    “If you mean, did I find you unconscious and on the verge of drowning in them, then yes, that happened.” 
 
    Oliver groaned. His memories were blurred and indistinct, but he could remember that he’d said – some things. Some too blunt, embarrassing, depending upon the societal view of such things up here potentially dangerous things that he definitely shouldn’t have been saying to the warrior king of a warrior nation. “Whatever I said – whatever I did – please, just, please pretend it never happened. I was delirious, and out of my mind, and I never meant–” 
 
    Two strong hands closed around his wrists, and his mouth snapped shut so hard his teeth clacked.  
 
    Slowly, Erik pulled his hands down from in front of his face, and Erik’s face was much closer than it had been, and much softer than Oliver would have dreamed in this situation. He didn’t release Oliver’s wrists, but held them, thumbs pressed over his pulse points, so he had to feel the way that Oliver’s heart lurched and leaped.  
 
    “Oliver.” Serious, but kind, his voice a gentle rumble. “You have nothing – nothing – to be ashamed of, or worried about.” 
 
    His sincerity, and the warmth of his touch, his earnest gaze, put a lump in Oliver’s throat. His eyes stung, and he blinked hard. “If anyone heard–” 
 
    “It was only ever you, and me, and the people I trust most in the world. Not a soul who would take offense was anywhere near you.” 
 
    “I – that–” He was light-headed from breathing too quickly. “That’s good, then. That’s…” He winced. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…” 
 
    Erik laid one large, warm hand on the top of his head – then slid it sideways, across his rumpled curls, so he cradled the side if his face, his thumb warm as a brand on Oliver’s cheek.  
 
    His pulse went wild.  
 
    “The important thing,” Erik said, smiling at him, still so softly, “is that you’re on the mend.” 
 
    Those eyes were blue and wide enough to drown in. 
 
    Footsteps hurried across the flags in the hall, and Erik released him and stood all in one smooth movement just before the door opened. It was Tessa, returned with a breakfast tray. 
 
    “Olaf is just behind me, bringing his bag full of bottles. And I saw the princes in the great hall, they want to come up and see you for themselves, and of course Revna…” 
 
    She laid a tray on the desk and poured tea from a small pot, but Oliver wasn’t listening to her. He stared instead at Erik, who stood now at the window, hands braced on the ledge, staring out through the glass at the snowy field beyond. A faint smile graced his lips, and maybe it was a trick of the light, but Oliver thought he saw a faint dusting of pink along his sharp cheekbone.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When Olaf arrived, Erik excused himself, and though Oliver hated to see him leave, it was easier on his poor heart not to spend any more time examining smiles and eyebrow lifts and face touches and trying to interpret their meaning.  
 
    Olaf announced that he was fever-free, and, with enough rest, fluids, and nutrient-rich food, he could expect to be back to normal within a few weeks.  
 
    “A few weeks?” 
 
    “Don’t push yourself too hard too fast, lad,” he cautioned. “Maybe a little walking around your chamber tomorrow. To the library by Friday. But if you overtire yourself, you’ll be right back where you were.” 
 
    Oliver grumbled, but he knew all of this. Fevers, and the slow, annoying recoveries from them, were a large part of the landscape of his youth.  
 
    He managed to eat a little, and Leif and Rune came to visit. 
 
    “We thought you were dead for sure,” Rune said with his usual tact. But then glanced worriedly at Tessa and said, “I mean, not really. It was only that you looked dead.” He winced. 
 
    Leif rolled his eyes, but Oliver snorted a laugh.  
 
    By the time Tessa finally shooed them out, and then left him with a smile and a promise to be back later, his eyelids were flagging. He lied back and let sleep take him – a thankfully dreamless sleep, the sort of deeply restful nap he so badly needed. 
 
    When he woke, the sunlight was slanted and amber, a rich sunset light, and Lady Revna sat in the chair beside his bed, mending a tunic.  
 
    “There he is,” she said brightly, sparing him a quick grin before returning her attention to her task. “Back among the living.” 
 
    Oliver hitched up higher against his pillows, and neatened the covers in his lap. Exhaustion lay like a quilt over him, but he didn’t ache as badly, now. “Thanks to a snow bath and psychedelic roses, apparently,” he joked.  
 
    She chuckled. “Don’t be too quick to dismiss the psychedelic roses.” 
 
    “I definitely won’t.” 
 
    “Or the stubborn sod who insisted you be given them in the first place.” 
 
    Oliver had a feeling, based on her tone, that the stubborn sod in question wasn’t Olaf. “Where’s Tessa?” he asked. 
 
    “Sleeping, poor dear. She’s worn out and I’ve finally gotten her to put on a nightgown and go to bed properly.” 
 
    He shook his head. “She shouldn’t have run herself ragged looking after me.” 
 
    “She had help. Astrid, and Thyra, and me, and Olaf’s boys, and my boys. I never could get her to sleep for very long, though. Stubborn like her cousin,” she said, lifting up a quick grin.  
 
    He smiled ruefully back. “I’d always hoped she would be smarter than me.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with stubbornness. Gods knows it runs in my family, too. Speaking of which.” Her gaze lifted, sharp, suddenly, pinning him back against the pillows, and her hands never wavered on the needle and cloth. “I wanted to reassure you that you were very carefully watched over during your illness, so if you’re worried about the wrong person overhearing anything you might have been murmuring in your sleep, you needn’t be.” 
 
    He felt the blood rush to his face, and it was an effort to maintain eye contact with her. “My apologies, my lady, if I was in any way untoward.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, and was smirking when she returned her gaze to his. “Oh, don’t worry about me. Even in the throes of fever, your affections were singularly fixed. And not on me.” 
 
    He fought not to look away, but he did grimace. “I hope I didn’t – that is, I certainly never meant–” 
 
    Her grin widened, and she winked. “Don’t worry. They were very well-received by their intended.” 
 
    His face was on fire. He finally let his gaze skip away from hers – blue and too much like a merry version of her brother’s – and stared instead at the lumps his feet made beneath the covers. The light-headed sensation returned, but this time it had nothing to do with illness. “I’ve already apologized to his majesty, but I want to apologize to you as well. It was never my intention to – to reveal such things about myself. I hope that you won’t hold anything I’ve said against Tessa. I am, after all, only a bastard, and not well thought of by the inhabitants of Drakewell, and so if I have given offense–” 
 
    “Oliver,” she said, firmly. After a moment, he dragged his gaze back to her, and found that she’d set her sewing in her lap, and stared at him with an unlooked-for sympathy. “You’ve got to stop apologizing, lamb. You’re safe here. You’re among friends. We’ve all become quite fond of you and Tessa.” 
 
    Friends. The only people he’d ever been able to call friends in his life had been his cousins, and he’d always known they loved him, but they were his blood, no matter how illegitimate his own was on his mother’s side. They’d been brought up together, they’d known one another. To think that he could come here to this wild place, full of strangers, that they would see him, and grow fond of him…it wasn’t only unexpected, but impossible.  
 
    “I don’t know if you believe me, but I wish you would,” she said, sadly, and stood, mending gathered together in her arms. “And I wish you would believe me on this, too – when I tell you that my brother doesn’t bestow his affections lightly or easily, or very often at all.” 
 
    He sucked in a breath. She could not – could not possibly – be intimating what it sounded like. Because that was too…that couldn’t be… 
 
    “I am a bastard,” he said with difficulty. “And not a pretty highborn maid.” 
 
    “I beg to differ on pretty,” she said with a smirk, and then grew serious. “And since you’re not a maid, what bloody difference does being a bastard make?” She turned, while he struggled to draw breath, his head spinning, and paused at the door, one hand on the knob. Looked back over her shoulder. “Be patient with him, Oliver.” Then she slipped out. 
 
    Oliver stared at the closed door for a long time after she was gone, pulse pounding so hard it hurt.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Despite his lingering fatigue and weakness, he was too jittery after Revna’s visit to sleep anymore. Evening came on quickly, and Thyra – who he finally got to meet properly – brought him a tray of broth and bread and explained that Tessa was still asleep, and would probably sleep straight through dinner if not awakened.  
 
    “I think it’s best to let her sleep,” he said. 
 
    “My thoughts exactly, my lord,” Thrya agreed. 
 
    “Just Mr. Meacham,” he said, biting back a sigh. He ate a little, and, after, set his tray aside and reached for the small pile of books that had accumulated on his bedside table during his illness, reading the titles by the light of the candles Thyra had lit.  
 
    Right away, he knew these to be Tessa’s library selections. Novels; Aquitainian love stories about knights, and fair maids, and feats of strength and daring. Stories about fairies, and evil queens, and even dragons. The Merry Maid of Kimberwick caught his eye, one he’d read years ago, as a boy, and before he knew it, he’d read the first page, and then the second, and was nearly-half done when a knock sounded at the door. He lifted his head to find that the candles had burned half-down, dripping wax down the black iron of their sticks, and that the fire needed another log. Relaxed and in good spirits, still mostly stuck in the story, he called, “Come in.” 
 
    Only to have his nerves come roaring back to the forefront when the door opened to reveal Erik.  
 
    The king was dressed in deep midnight blue, a silver-studded velvet tunic half-laced over a white shirt, his belt of brown leather hand-tooled and silver-etched. His hair had been washed and rebraided: two large braids at his temples that hugged his skull and curved behind each ear, lying down his chest in a series of intricate knots spaced with sapphires and silver beads. His rings winked in the candlelight as he held onto the half-open door and said, “May I come in?” 
 
    Yes, Oliver thought. Always. You can climb into bed with me, if you want. But there were guards in the hall, doubtless, and so he swallowed that down and, a bit unsteadily, said, “I already said you could.” 
 
    Erik smiled, and shut the door. “You’re feeling more like yourself, I see,” he said, crossing the room at a slow, deliberate pace, and coming to stand in front of the chair that Revna had used earlier.  
 
    “Yes. Sorry about that.” His pulse had gone from still and quiet to irregular, thumping loudly in his ears. He made an effort to hold very still, when what he wanted was to crawl beneath the covers and hide.  
 
    “Don’t be. If I ever get you into a bath again, I’d prefer you conscious.”  
 
    Oliver’s mind blanked with shock. Erik was teasing him. No, Erik was flirting with him. A simple line, one that conjured dozens of images involving shed clothes, and steaming water, and hands whose texture were already familiar to him, and he could not think about that. Not without blushing and stammering like a fool.  
 
    “I…what?” 
 
    Erik chuckled, and sat down. “How are you, though? You look brighter than this morning.” 
 
    Health. He could talk about his health – much safer than bathing. Oliver latched onto the topic desperately. “I feel much improved,” he said, stiffly, but unable to help it. Propriety was his only defense against a king’s flirtation – it was far easier when Erik glowered at him, when Oliver couldn’t even pretend that anything might happen. “Far past ready to get out of bed.” 
 
    Erik cocked a single brow. “I recall Olaf saying that it would be weeks before you returned to normal activity.”  
 
    “A week at most.  I tend to bounce back quickly.” 
 
    “Mmhm.” 
 
    “This is my illness,” Oliver said primly, lifting his chin in what he knew to be perfect imitation of the loftier nobles at Drakewell’s court. “I should think after more than twenty years living with it, I should understand its courses.” 
 
    “No doubt,” Erik said, fondly, still smiling. Then sobered. “Why did you never speak of it before? If we’d known…” 
 
    Oliver shook his head. “Because I don’t like to be judged for it – no,” he said, when Erik started to protest. “I know that you would have. I turned up on your doorstep small and weak and short-haired and nothing like you Northmen. I didn’t need to add ‘sickly’ to your list of reasons for despising me on sight.” 
 
    Erik looked unimpressed. “I did not despise you on sight.” 
 
    “Didn’t you?” 
 
    “Do you presume to read my thoughts?” 
 
    “Er, no,” Oliver had to admit.  
 
    Erik nodded toward the bed. “This is why you never became a soldier.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m not suggesting there’s any shame in that.” 
 
    Oliver realized he’d frowned, and smoothed his features. 
 
    “The world has plenty of soldiers – more than it needs.” 
 
    “Said the solider.” 
 
    Erik shrugged, a negligent, one-shouldered movement, dismissive. “It’s how I was brought up. It’s what I was bred for. What I’m good at. You are good at other things.” His gaze dropped to the book in Oliver’s hands. 
 
    He shut it, and showed Erik the cover. “Reading silly books in bed, apparently.” 
 
    Erik smiled when he read the title. The man smiled all the bloody time now, damn it. It was too distracting by half. “That was always my sister’s favorite as a girl.” 
 
    “Tessa’s too.” 
 
    “She used to tell us that she liked The Battle of Evernight best, but Arne found that tucked beneath her pillow, and she turned scarlet when he asked her about it.” His grin widened, one of fond remembrance. “She always wanted to keep up with us, to spar and climb trees; she rejected all of Mother’s efforts at making her a proper princess – Mother was from Veniscall, you understand. Very Southern manners. Rev was embarrassed that we’d caught her reading, as she so eloquently put it, a ‘book for stupid girls.’” He shook his head. “Arne laughed, but I told her there was nothing stupid about the book, or girls. Or love. She was – and is – a great romantic at heart.” 
 
    Oliver couldn’t disagree, not after the prodding Revna had given him earlier, even if he refused to accept the idea that it was love she was prodding him toward, love with her brother. “The boys’ father,” he began, carefully. “He’s…?” 
 
    Erik sighed. “Dead. Fifteen years now. Rune was only two.” 
 
    “Gods, that’s terrible. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Torstan,” Erik said, wistfully. “He grew up with me. Tor, and Bjorn, and me, thick as thieves. We terrorized Aeres together,” he said, chuckling. “I didn’t realize he was moony-eyed over my sister for years. It was Revna who told me he’d asked for her hand. Then I…might have punched him in the mouth.” 
 
    Oliver snorted. “Of course you did, you great brute.” 
 
    “She was my little sister!” Erik protested, laughing. “I had to defend her honor.” 
 
    “I’m guessing she didn’t want it defended.” 
 
    “Not as much. She rather…beat me about the head and shoulders with a riding crop.” 
 
    Oliver laughed.  
 
    “She was on horseback at the time. She had the advantage,” Erik conceded, cheeks pink, grin wry. “In any event, I hadn’t knocked any of Tor’s teeth out, and they were wed in the spring.” It was a sad thing to watch his smile fade, and his remembered humor and joy along with it.  
 
    “What happened to him?” Oliver asked quietly.  
 
    “Set upon by Beserkirs. Father managed to broker a peace, afterward. But the perpetrators – them I slew myself.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Oliver said again. 
 
    Erik nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    A silence descended, one full of old, remembered sadness, and, on Oliver’s part, sympathy, but it wasn’t an awkward one.  
 
    Finally, Erik drew in a deep breath, and resettled his shoulders with an air of moving on. “I came because I wanted to say, formally, that, when you’re well enough, I think it’s time we started discussing our alliance in earnest.” 
 
    Oliver felt his brows go up. “How forward-thinking of you.” 
 
    “Hm.” The glare he got was mostly smile, a playful sort of warning that sent a thrill through Oliver’s belly. “Yes, well. It’s been pointed out to me that I might have been a little–” 
 
    “Ridiculous?” 
 
    “Less than even-handed about the idea so far. If Tessa is to marry my nephew, then it’s time we sorted out the particulars of such an arrangement, you and me.” 
 
    “It just so happens that’s the reason I’m in your bloody cold country in the first place,” Oliver said dryly, and earned a wider, truer grin for his efforts. His reaction to which couldn’t be good for his poor overtaxed heart.  
 
    “Good.” Erik stood. “Rest up, then, and we’ll talk soon.” 
 
    When he turned to go, Oliver felt suddenly bereft. As bad as it was to be smiled at and flirted with and confided in, it hurt much worse to think of all of that getting up and walking out of his room. Oliver hated himself for such weakness. What they had, this rapport they’d developed, was so unexpected, and so wonderful – it was priceless all on its own, and could shatter like dropped glass if he pushed things too far. Even if Erik had, as his sister had said, affections, they weren’t the sort that could be acted upon. Not given their social standing; their fortunes; their responsibilities. Not given who they were in all ways. It didn’t matter if Revna was encouraging – there was a whole world out there that wasn’t, and Oliver could not ruin his family’s chances for sustainability over a flutter of butterflies in his stomach.  
 
    Knowing all that, his traitorous mouth still said, “Your majesty,” when Erik was at the door.  
 
    Erik paused, glancing back over his shoulder as Revna had done earlier, though his expression was entirely different.  
 
    “Thank you,” Oliver said, and that was all he said, his throat closing on him, suddenly.  
 
    A long beat passed, before Erik’s own throat bobbed. His voice was a little rough when he said, “My subjects call me ‘your majesty.’ I’d like you to call me Erik.” 
 
    Oliver took an unsteady breath. “Thank you. Erik.” 
 
    “Sleep well, Oliver.” Then he was gone.  
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    By Friday, Oliver was out of bed and on his feet.  
 
    More or less.  
 
    Revna had shown up with sturdy, warm Northern clothes, all of them taken in and hemmed to fit his smaller frame, all of them in the noble house colors. He knew they’d all come from Erik, or Leif, or Rune, and he found that he didn’t mind that, even if he did draw some startled glances from the merchants and nobles having breakfast in the great hall. Tessa walked at his side, her arm looped through his, and he hated that it wasn’t just for show, that she was providing a considerable amount of support. 
 
    His knees threatened to give out every other step, and his legs felt weak as water.  
 
    “It’s not too late to go back to your room,” Tessa whispered.  
 
    “Oliver!” Rune shouted, standing up from his table, and waving enthusiastically with both arms. 
 
    “I rather think it is.” 
 
    They got settled on the bench across from Rune, with Oliver not quite falling in the process.  
 
    Rune pushed his empty plate aside and leaned forward to put his elbows on the table. “How are you feeling?” he asked, excitement giving way to notch-browed worry. “You’re pale, still.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Rune, I’d noticed,” Oliver said, but couldn’t help but smile. “I’m feeling much better.” 
 
    Rune tilted his head, doubtful. “Are you sure?” 
 
    He chuckled. “I’m conscious. And upright – mostly. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Rune beamed – and traded grins with Tessa, his dark eyes going momentarily soft. “Are you hungry?” he asked Oliver. 
 
    “A little.” He twisted around to look toward the buffet table. “Did I see griddle cakes over there?” 
 
    “With jam.” Rune bounced lightly to his feet. “I’ll get you some.” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t–” 
 
    “Be right back.” 
 
    Oliver watched him go, shaking his head. “In the last week, I’ve had a king bathe me – twice – a princess sit watch over me, and a prince go to fetch me breakfast.” 
 
    Tessa giggled. “So much for the Barbarians of the North, hm?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    There were indeed flapjacks, with strawberry and fig jam. Rune brought them both plates heaped with far too many cakes slathered in jam, and with piles of bacon and hash on the side. With the food in front of him, Oliver found his stomach growling, and his appetite returning, and he dug in with grateful thanks for the hand-delivery.  
 
    Oliver ducked his head over his plate, but stole glances toward Tessa and Rune, noting the way they couldn’t seem to look away from each other. Tessa all but ignored her food in favor of laughing and exclaiming in all the right places of Rune’s complicated story about a reindeer sleigh race gone wrong last winter.  
 
    “What’s that?” Tessa asked, breaking off mid-sentence.  
 
    Oliver lifted his head in time to see that, as the breakfast-goers drifted off elsewhere in the palace, and kitchen staff came to clear the plates and wipe the tables, a group of burly young men were carrying in great armfuls of greenery. Pine boughs, Oliver realized.  
 
    “They’re decorating,” Rune said, launching from one excited tone to another. “The solstice is next week. By that time, this whole hall will look like a forest, and on the night of the feast, they’ll bring in the great yule tree and everyone in the palace will help to trim it.” 
 
    “Oh!” Tessa exclaimed, cheeks pink with delight. “A real Northern Yuletide celebration!” She grabbed at Oliver’s arm. “Remember how lifeless they are at home?” 
 
    “Vividly.” In the South, belief in the gods had become a sort of…obligation. More often than not, they were invoked in curses and pleas, but rarely in prayers. The Yule Feast in Drakewell was a ball: an excuse for nobles of all sorts to dress in finery and frippery and spill out of carriages into cresset-lit ballrooms where they drank, and danced, and plotted, and ridiculed one another. There were a few sprigs of holly, and some pine boughs, yes, but nothing greater to differentiate it from all the other balls that took place. They were occasions to strut, and show off, and gossip, but not places to come together, and celebrate the solstice, and feel closer to the heavenly halls of their creators.  
 
    Oliver hated those bloody balls, and, to his surprise, found himself looking forward to a Northern Yuletide. He could only think, based on experience so far, that this Northern tradition would be another that left him quietly in awe of their new Aeretollean friends. 
 
    Friends? That word again. It felt mostly true, by this point.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Leif arrived, just as they finished breakfast, and Tessa accepted an invitation to go hawking with him. “Just beyond the gate,” Leif assured Oliver, after expressing his own gladness to see him up and feeling better. “We’ll be within shouting distance of the guards, I promise.” 
 
    Oliver nodded in silent thanks to this bit of caution. “Happy hunting.” 
 
    For his own part, he fixed a second, stronger cup of tea and made his slow, careful way back up the stairs with a mind on conducting more research – who knew what other secrets of his homeland he might discover in this foreign library? – and ran into Olaf on the landing.  
 
    “Ah, just the patient I was coming to see.” He gripped Oliver’s arm with one gnarled, surprisingly strong hand, and steered him the opposite way from the library, toward a part of the palace he’d never visited before.  
 
    “Oh, I was just going to–” 
 
    “That can wait,” Olaf said, sagely, marching him along. “First: an examination.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Yes, it will be.” 
 
    Oliver bit back his sigh, and tried not to lean on the old man as much as he had on his cousin.  
 
    The hall ended in a wall set with a wide, arched, leaded window that overlooked the bailey, front gate, and the snowy road beyond that led down to the rest of Aeres, a series of cheerful dark smudges against the half-moon gleam of the harbor, trails of chimney smoke puffing up into the blue sky. Olaf steered him to the left, past tapestries stitched with great battles and hunt scenes. One, wildly impressive, showed a lioness and a wolf battling a reindeer with massive antlers, blood stitched with crimson thread.  
 
    “It represents the struggle within each Aeretollean king,” Olaf explained without slowing. “The battle between the Southern and Northern blood in each of them, ever since King Rolf the First was born of an Aquitainian mother and an Úlfheðnar father. The reindeer has always been the sigil of the Aretollean king, the beast of burden caught between two predators who would slaughter each other, or him, willingly.” 
 
    “The story’s a bit different in the South,” Oliver mused. 
 
    “Hm. No doubt. Here we are.” He led him through a heavy oak door and into a wide turret room with a soaring timber ceiling – from which dangled metal cages full of birds: doves that cooed, and ravens that cackled, and something that shrieked in a high, shrill, almost human voice. “You’ll have to excuse them. They always get excited for company. Sit there, please.” He directed Oliver to a low stool beside a work bench loaded down with bottles, and vials, and flasks of all sorts, the glass gleaming in the sunlight from a half-dozen windows, some of the contents jewel-colored liquids, other questionable, murky solids.  
 
    Oliver sat and surveyed the room – the surgery – while his host puttered about reordering items on a high, wide desk. There were dozens of shelves, each loaded with jars, and pots, and bottles. In one, Oliver recognized what looked like a fetal pig, preserved in clear liquid; in another, a human heart. There were shelves of books, too, heavy tomes, lines in the dust revealing which had been most-often consulted.  
 
    The room seemed to be split into two separate areas: one, the one in which he sat, obviously a study, a lab, a place to do research and fiddle with projects. But the other half boasted three long, scrubbed-white tables, unlit candelabrum stationed at the corners of each. A long, stone trough along one wall held basins and clean towels and linens. Three small, wheeled tables sat along one wall, lidded boxes on top. It wasn’t too dissimilar from the setup in Drakewell: the operating theater.  
 
    “Now, then.” Olaf came to stand in front of him, a large magnifying glass held in one hand. “Let’s have a look at you.” He pulled up Oliver’s eyelids and peered at his sclera; checked his throat by sight, and by feel, wizened fingers palpating at the glands there. Implemented a basic reasoning test to see that Oliver’s mind was functioning as it should.  
 
    After, he stood back, one hand on his hip, the other stroking at his beard as he looked at Oliver shrewdly. “How’s the head?” 
 
    “Fine. A little tender, still, but it’s always like that after a flare-up.” 
 
    “Mmhm. And your stomach? Breakfast going to stay down?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Tired?” 
 
    “A little.” When that earned a look, he said, “More than a little.” 
 
    Olaf pinched the skin of neck between two fingers. 
 
    “Hey–” 
 
    “You’re still a bit dehydrated, but that’s to be expected, I suppose. Rest for the afternoon, don’t tax yourself, and drink plenty of water and tea.” 
 
    Oliver nodded, and made to stand – but a hand on his shoulder pressed him back down.  
 
    “Did you dream last night?” 
 
    “No. I slept like the dead – which I coincidently did not do when I felt as if I actually was dying.” 
 
    Olaf’s gaze narrowed. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure,” Oliver said, growing impatient, and then realized what this was about. “The ice rose.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Does it have any lasting effects?”  
 
    “Not usually. You only had the one dose, and a small one at that.” He tipped his head, gaze still shrunk to mere slits. “Do you remember anything from that night? After I gave it to you?” 
 
    Oliver resisted the urge to squirm. Olaf was a physician, and his inquiry was likely academic. But when Oliver thought of that night’s unreal, pulsing blue awareness, he remembered the gentle heaviness of Erik’s hands on his skin. That soft shh, shh, it’s all right. He remembered gripping one of his braids, and pulling him down, and wishing he’d been in control of his body so he could have coordinated a kiss. He couldn’t remember exactly what he’d said, only that he’d said something, and that it had been too revealing, and inappropriate besides.  
 
    He couldn’t speak about that.  
 
    But Olaf was staring at him, so he blurted, “I was in a cave. There was all this ice, it was blue – the light was blue, I think, but maybe the ice was, too? There was a roaring sound. Like – like an earthquake. Or maybe some…some sort of animal.” Not like any animal he’d ever heard, though. There were foxes in Drakewell, their laughter ringing out across the lakes and streams on crisp autumn nights. He’d heard a puma, once, that dying-woman scream undercut with low harmonics.  
 
    “Blue ice?” Olaf asked; he sounded far more interested than anyone should have been in a weed-enhanced fever dream. 
 
    “Or blue light. There was ice, too. It’s all very indistinct.” Save for the memory of Erik’s hands; when he closed his eyes, he swore he could feel them still, smoothing across his collarbones.  
 
    “Hm.” Olaf stroked his beard, expression serious. “And this animal sound. That of a predator?” 
 
    “It was a sort of growling – not a puma, I know what that sounds like.” 
 
    “A bear?” 
 
    “I’ve never heard a bear.” But there had been that voice, in the back of his mind, not his, and not Erik’s: That is no bear. A familiar voice, but not one he could place just as yet.  
 
    “Hm.”  
 
    “It was only a hallucination,” Oliver said. “It didn’t mean anything.” Aside from that whole wanting-to-shag-the-king bit.  
 
    “Yes, well, I am a man of medicine, but one can’t be too dismissive of certain…visions.” 
 
    “Visions?” 
 
    Olaf waved a dismissive hand and retreated to one of his shelves. He returned with a small, blue glass vial stoppered with a bit of cork. “Here, take this.” 
 
    Oliver did so, carefully. “What is it?” 
 
    “An experiment of mine. I’ve ground ice rose, tempered it with a few herbs, and created a suspension. Should you feel the fever begin to return – you’ll know the early signs, I’d imagine, even if you sometimes ignore them,” he said with a pointed tilt of his chin. 
 
    Oliver’s face heated. “Yes.” 
 
    “Take three drops of that, under the tongue, just before bed. I’m working on a theory.” 
 
    Oliver glanced at the bottle dubiously – but he wasn’t averse to actually using its contents, should he feel himself relapsing. Lying on his back for five days, useless and stupid, was no way to live. “All right. Thanks.” 
 
    “Oh, and…” Olaf went to fetch another bottle, this one clear, full of a viscous, pink-yellow oil.  
 
    “What’s this one?” 
 
    “Rose oil.” When Oliver glanced at him in question, Olaf winked. And smirked. “Never know when that might come in handy.” 
 
    Face burning, Oliver thanked him again and hurried out. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The mews was attached to the stable via a covered walkway, and Tessa was immediately charmed by it. The flags of the floor were covered in straw, all save a clean area in front where coals simmered in braziers, heating the whole of the small space. It was styled after one of the timber houses she’d seen in Aeres proper, by the harbor, its peaked roof laid with sod, and overgrown with cold-weather mosses; toasty warm inside, it boasted perches down both sides where hunting hawks and messenger falcons were tethered. Each had its own dish of water, and room to stretch his or her wings. Windows on the far wall let in light, illuminating dust motes as the birds ruffled their feathers and groomed themselves.  
 
    “It’s lovely,” she said, pushing back her hood and surveying it. 
 
    “You think so?” Leif sounded surprised.  
 
    “There’s something very peaceful about an animal’s house,” she said, and turned to find him regarding her with a muted sort of delight. His smile was a small thing, but the emotion shone through in his eyes.  
 
    “Yes, I think so, too.” 
 
    His favorite bird was a large female with a creamy, brown-flecked breast and a barred tail. She was one of the few left unhooded, and she cocked her head to fix Tessa with one large, round, amber eye. Tessa had the sense she was being weighed and judged.  
 
    “This is Él.” Leif stroked the top of her head and her chest with one finger. She nipped at him delicately, and then shut her eyes and leaned into the touch. He smiled. “She can be a bit particular, but she never misses.” He glanced toward Tessa. “You want to touch her?” 
 
    “No.” She folded her gloved hands together in front of her. “That’s no way to make friends with someone particular.” 
 
    That earned her another approving look.  
 
    She stepped back and let Leif ready Él. He hooded her, and donned a thick leather glove; he tucked another in his belt, and she had the sense that she would be offered a turn, if she wanted; Tessa didn’t feel she’d earned the honor yet, at least not with the hawk.  
 
    With a pouch full of raw meat scraps from the kitchen, and Él perched securely on Leif’s gloved forearm, they set out across the stable yard and through a postern gate to the flat, snow-covered field beyond.  
 
    It was the same gate they’d set out from on horseback seven days ago; the tracks they’d left had been filled with fresh snow, and new tracks marked its surface now: messengers coming and going, the smooth sleigh tread of deliveries; the hoofprints of hunters’ horses, or those of some noble off for a good canter to clear his head. The sun rode high, nearly midday, the sky a clear, crystalline blue. Their breath steamed in the chill air, but the sun was bright enough to warm her skin, and there was no wind. A gorgeous morning, sugar-frosted and glittering.  
 
    They walked for a way, headed toward the tree line, and stopped when Leif noticed a much smaller sort of track in the snow. “Rabbit,” he explained, pointing out the little snowshoe prints to her. “Él’s favorite.” 
 
    Tessa studied the bird, still hooded, sitting upright and alert on Leif’s arm, but easy for all that. She had a sense of readiness about her, but not nerves. “She’s much larger than the birds in Drakewell – my brother used to go hawking,” she explained. “Does she ever bring you back anything besides rabbits?” 
 
    “Martins, occasionally. She killed a fox, once.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    He grinned and stroked Él’s feathers. “It was too heavy, so she could only carry it a few feet at a time. I saw her sort of hopping along with it.” He demonstrated with his free hand, chuckling at the memory. “And when I got to her, she was so proud. She’d caught it right in the eyes with her claws.” He jabbed his fingers at his own eyes. “A lucky strike. She must have killed it straight off.” He glanced toward Tessa and winced. “Sorry. That’s not a pleasant image.” 
 
    “But a true one.” She smiled at him. “I grew up with a brother – and a sister as bold as one. I’m not as delicate as you might think.” 
 
    He returned her smile. “Never said you were.” Él shuffled on his arm. “She’s not impressed with our conversation, are you, girl? You ready to fly?” 
 
    He removed the hood, and Él rotated her head, back and forth, pupils shrinking against the light. Tessa swore she could see the moment the hawk recognized her surroundings. She sat up taller, and gave a few quick, shuffling flaps of her wings. Made a high, chirping noise and glanced off toward the trees.  
 
    “Ready?” Leif asked her. He chucked her under the chin like one would a baby, then lowered his arm, and lifted it quickly. “Off you go.” 
 
    Él launched off his glove, wings beating the air, and went winging off across the snow, climbing and climbing.  
 
    “She’s beautiful,” Tessa said, watching her shrink smaller and smaller with distance. Leif didn’t respond, and when Tessa turned to him, it was her he studied, rather than the bird.  
 
    There was an intensity to him that reminded her of Erik. An air graver and more serious than that of his brother. He was still growing into it; it gapped in some places, and let youth and exuberance peek through, but there was no mistaking it for what it was: a kingly bearing. He wasn’t merely the older brother, but the heir, too. There was something wonderfully magnetic about it, for all that the sight and sound of Rune put butterflies in her stomach.  
 
    She’d meant to ask him something about hawking, some benign bit of conversation that, like most of their conversations, helped her learn more about her new home, but which failed to address one pertinent fact: that she was meant to marry him. So, instead, caught in the blue of his gaze, she said, “My brother said something to me once, and I suspect he heard it from Father. He said, ‘Knowing that you are to inherit is not a blessing or a thrill. It’s a weight that you carry with you always. To know that the safety and happiness of an entire people rests on your shoulders is a heavy thing.’” 
 
    His eyes widened, and then he nodded. “He had the right of it.” His gaze scanned out across the field, toward the distant, huddled shape of Aeres. “I imagine for some princes, it’s great fun to think about the jewels, and the fine horses, and – I don’t know, Birger talks about the great adoring crowds of admirers for the crown prince in the South – but it isn’t like that here.” He smiled a little ruefully. “Uncle never let us forget growing up that it was a privilege and a responsibility. It’s not all balls and beauties up here.” He didn’t sound bitter, exactly, but a heavy note touched his voice.  
 
    “Do you ever…” Maybe she shouldn’t ask that. 
 
    But he said, “What?” his gaze soft when it returned to her. Inviting.  
 
    “Do you ever wish that your uncle had married? That he’d had sons of his own?” So that kingship hadn’t fallen in your lap? 
 
    He took a deep breath, and considered a moment. “Not at first. It seemed like a high honor when I was little – and it is, don’t get me wrong. But lately it’s felt – it’s felt immense. Something sure, like death; I’m hurtling toward it, and I can’t change it.” His mouth tugged sideways. “I guess that’s how Uncle feels most of the time, so it’s only fair.” 
 
    “Does he not” – she knew she was overstepping, now, but couldn’t resist – “want a family of his own?” 
 
    Leif’s expression shifted, from a quick pulse of what she swore was fear, to something more careful and guarded. “He has a family,” he said, firmly. “All the family that he needs.” 
 
    She thought of Erik bent over Oliver’s bed, one hand cupped beneath Oliver’s head, the other resting on his chest. Did Leif know? Did he understand? Surely he must, but… She bit her lip. “He’s lucky to have all of you,” she said. “He’s a very sweet man, and he deserves to be loved.” 
 
    His brows lifted. “Sweet isn’t the word most people use.” 
 
    “I’ve seen him be sweet. He was very caring with Ollie, while he was sick.” 
 
    Leif’s nostrils flared, and his gaze narrowed. Worried, now, for sure. He glanced away, off into the distance where Él had disappeared. “Yes, well…” 
 
    “Family’s important to me as well,” she went on, her tone gentle, hoping that he could understand what she was driving at without her having to say it outright. “It’s only Mother, and Lia, and Ollie and me left, now, thanks to the war. Oliver can be prickly, and insubordinate, and I know he isn’t a proper warrior like everyone up here in the North, but he’s kind, and brave, and he always wants what’s best for us. He’s very dear to me, and I would like to see him happy. I like when I can tell that others see him as I do, for who he really is, and not merely for his lack of name.” 
 
    His gaze cut slowly back toward her, his lips pressed together into a thin line.  
 
    She pushed on, pulse tripping: “I’m glad that your uncle and Oliver seem to have reached an accord. I think they could be great friends.” 
 
    His brows gave a single jump, and he twisted to face her fully. “Great friends,” he repeated, woodenly.  
 
    “Yes. Quite intimate friends.” She stared back. 
 
    And saw the moment he went from thinking she was probing about his uncle, to instead offering up her cousin’s truth – both of their truths. Understanding dawned, his smile wide and blinding as the snow all around them. “Yes. Yes, I think you might be right.” He laughed. “You’re a marvel.” 
 
    She flushed, but before she could answer, he stepped in close – very close. His free hand lifted, and his fingertips pressed lightly along her jaw, the pad of his thumb resting at the point of her chin, his skin cold, but his touch oh so gentle. “Oh,” she murmured, caught and held in his gaze. 
 
    “Tessa.” His voice went low, and earnest. “I know that you fancy my brother – no, I understand. Rune is handsomer, and more charming. Rune is fun in a way that I am not. He’s my little brother, and I love him dearly, and I would never stand in the way of his happiness – nor of yours.  
 
    “All that I ask, before you make a final decision, is that you consider. Consider me. Please.” And he leaned in and kissed her.  
 
    It was quick, proper and not untoward, his lips cold from the chill air, but it was a firm press, no hesitation. Not the awkward fumbling of a pompous lordling back home, but the swift, sure touch of a man’s mouth against hers. 
 
    He was smiling when he drew back, and she could only stare, as his thumb lifted and pressed against her lower lip, briefly, before he let go and stepped back. Still holding her gaze, he lifted his gloved hand, and Él landed lightly upon it with a flutter of wings, a dead rabbit landing with a plop in the snow at their feet.  
 
    Tessa finally breathed out, her breath a white mist between them, and she was most definitely considering.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Oliver’s lingering headache made reading difficult. His eyes kept glazing over, and he would snap back to attention to realize that he’d read whole pages without absorbing any of the information on them. With a sigh, he abandoned the library and made his shaky way down to the great hall to see what was available for lunch.  
 
    The king was hearing petitions, seated upon his throne, on his dais, before the reindeer banner. Food had been left out to the side, though. Oliver plated up some cold chicken, bread, and a bowl of soup, and sat at the trestle left available for anyone wanting to observe the proceedings. He was aware of the man two spaces down from him, a wealthy merchant by the richness of his clothes, giving him a suspicious, sideways look – whether because he was foreign, because he’d recently been ill, or because he was wearing what was very obviously one of Erik’s old tunics, given the fine, crimson velvet chased with silver, Oliver didn’t know, nor did he care – but Magnus was on the dais with the king, and he caught Oliver’s gaze and winked. 
 
    Oliver grinned, and dunked bread into his soup.  
 
    A woman stood before Erik, dressed in sturdy boots, thick, homespun wool, and a clean apron. Her face was weathered, but just as clean as her apron, as was her hair, braided into a tidy crown around the top of her head. She held herself tall and proud, though her hands twisted together in front of her in a show of nerves.  
 
    “They got two of the ewes, your majesty. Took them off in the middle of the night, and only a little blood and bit of wool left to show what had happened. I saw the tracks, though, and there was no mistaking them for dogs.” 
 
    Wolves, Oliver thought, with an inward shudder.  
 
    “We have fences,” the woman continued, “but the wolves got through the slats. My neighbor says I ought to have a wall, instead, but with my husband in the ground these past six months, and three mouths to feed…” She trailed off, and bowed her head, shoulders shaking fractionally as she fought her emotions. Not a single tear fell.  
 
    Oliver frowned to himself. It was easy, at moments, to feel overwhelmed by what lay ahead of him, and to get bogged down in his disadvantages. The war with the Sels, the threat to Drakewell, being here in a new country, as a landless, titleless bastard, negotiating a marriage contract and dealing with an ever-increasing attraction that got harder and harder to ignore. But this woman was a widow, and a mother, and predators were eating her sheep, and his own problems felt small and stupid by comparison.  
 
    Erik had listened in attentive stillness, one elbow braced on the arm of his throne, chin resting on his knuckles. The sunlight sparkled now on the beads in his hair as he leaned forward, hand falling, his simple shift in posture seeming to bridge the large distance between himself and his petitioner. When the woman lifted her head, face steeled against hope, he inclined his head to an angle that Oliver was coming to know, and to admire – for the way it highlighted the sharp-cut features of his sometimes-harsh face, and for the way it made his eyes seem so large, framed by black lashes, and serious brows. It was a sincere expression, one that battered down the invisible barrier between king and subject, so that he seemed only a man – albeit a regal and powerful one, rather than a heartless monarch.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said, voice a low, meaningful rumble that sent pleasant shivers rippling through Oliver’s stomach. “I’ll send my own men to build you a wall.” 
 
    “Oh,” the woman breathed, shoulders dropping with relief. “Your majesty…” 
 
    “If my stablemaster and my mason visit tomorrow, will you and your fellow shepherds be able to meet with them? If the wolves are having a lean winter, it may be necessary to fortify the entire city, and I can donate some of our excess reindeer herds to satiate their hunger.” 
 
    The woman’s tears fell, then, and she dashed at them with trembling fingers as she thanked him profusely. 
 
    Erik smiled, narrowly, but truly, a sad, sympathetic sort of smile.  
 
    He wishes he could do more, Oliver thought, and knew it was true. Because he was not an awful, arrogant prick like Oliver had thought at first. He was tall and strong and stern, yes, but he felt things – deeply – and he wanted to do right by people – random fits of overzealous passion in the sparring yard notwithstanding.  
 
    “Mr. Meacham.” Birger settled on the bench beside him. “Good to see you up and about.” 
 
    A quick glance proved his smile was warm and glad. Oliver twitched a smile back and returned his gaze to the dais. Revna was leading the now-crying woman away and a man was stepping up to take her place. “Good to be up and about.” 
 
    “It’s nicely done, isn’t it?” Birger asked, and Oliver saw him gesture toward the dais in his periphery. “For all his bluster, there’s a true heart underneath.” 
 
    Oliver wondered if every soul in Aeres was going to assure him of the goodness of Erik.  
 
    “Yes, it appears so,” he said, mildly, and Birger snorted.  
 
    “I hear we’re to begin serious negotiations in regards to a marriage.” 
 
    “You heard correctly.”  
 
    Birger chuckled again, for some reason. “We’ll go to the study from here. If you’re up for it.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m up for it,” Oliver blustered. He might feel awful, but he wasn’t going to let it be known just yet.  
 
    The man standing before the dais bowed his head, and took his leave of the king.  
 
    Erik stared a moment into the middle distance, after his departure, rubbing at the undersides of his rings with the pad of his thumb. Oliver remembered their cool, smooth silver surfaces all too vividly. Then he turned his head, caught Oliver’s gaze, and his smile was a subtle thing; it only touched his eyes, crinkles sprouting at their corners. It lit up Oliver’s insides as if it were a beacon. 
 
    “Ah,” Birger said, as Oliver returned to his lunch. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing, laddie, nothing.” 
 
    Oliver spooned soup into his mouth, keenly aware the whole time of Erik leaving the dais, trailed by his guards, and approaching the trestle where he sat with Birger. He was careful not to look up until Birger said, “The wolves do trouble me.” Then he glanced up from beneath his lashes and saw that Erik stood right before them – before him, rather than Birger, his rings glinting in the sunlight where his hands rested with thumbs hooked behind his wide belt buckle.  
 
    “Aye,” Erik said, frowning at his advisor. “Me, too. We’ve not even reached the solstice yet, and they’re already bold enough to snatch sheep.”  
 
    Oliver said, “Is there a reason for it? A drought summer? Herds moving?” 
 
    “It was a boon summer,” Erik said, frowning thoughtfully. “If the herds have shifted, it’s for another reason.” He stared into the middle distance a moment, thinking, giving Oliver a chance to admire his profile. Then he shook his head and turned his gaze on Oliver, who was careful to school his features, whatever they might have been doing. “So. A marriage contract.” 
 
    His lunch only half-finished, but his stomach now alive with butterflies, Oliver pushed his plate to the side. “Yes. That’d be a good thing to discuss.” 
 
    He could see that Erik was holding back a smile, a bit of it peeking through in the way the corners of his mouth curved faintly upward.  
 
    Birger cleared his throat. Loudly. It startled Oliver, but, when he looked, he found the advisor smiling at both of them. “Shall we go up, then?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    By the time they reached Erik’s private study, Oliver was shaking, faintly, and wishing he’d choked down the rest of lunch. Or maybe been big enough to admit that another day in bed wouldn’t have been such a bad idea. He clenched his hands into fists to keep them from shaking visibly as he followed Erik inside a room that was familiar only thanks to spying through the crack in the door. It was larger than he’d originally thought, based on that one stolen glimpse: there was a reading nook in the bow window beyond the fireplace, a cozy spot with a huge chair heaped with furs, a book open on the footstool. It was a room that saw a lot of use, obviously: from the cup on the mantel, to the paperwork scattered across the desk, to the abandoned cloaks and gloves that littered tabletops amid stoppered flasks and bottles.  
 
    Erik waved to the two chairs situated across from the desk, and Oliver gratefully slumped down into one before his legs gave out. Birger had noticed, his frown one of concern as he studied Oliver. 
 
    Oliver said, “I’m fine.”  
 
    A cup appeared in front of his face, Erik’s rings flashing in the sunlight. “This’ll help,” he said, and, as Oliver took it with thanks, he realized that, though he hadn’t said anything, Erik had noticed his shaking.  
 
    He sipped the wine and watched Erik move around to sit behind the desk, hie gaze lifting in a quick, unmistakable check of Oliver’s wellness. Oliver hated the idea of appearing weak in anyone’s eyes, but, strangely, this – Erik’s outward concern – didn’t feel like that sort of appraisal. Didn’t feel like he’d been measured and found lacking. All too vividly, he recalled the press of Erik’s thumbs against his wrists, when he’d held onto him and assured him that he had no reason to be ashamed or embarrassed. 
 
    His face heated, and he sipped at his wine.  
 
    Erik cleared a space at the center of his desk, and then unrolled a map gone yellow and soft-edged with age. He pinned it down silver candlesticks, and a small, silver statue of an Aeretollean warrior king with mail, and blade, and braids. The map was of northern Aquitainia.  
 
    The duchy of Drakewell, bountiful jewel of the kingdom, sat snug between Inglewood, to the west, and Nede, to the east. The northern border was crowned by the Whispering Hills, and, beyond, the jagged peaks of the Black Mountains, named for the black shale that crumbled away in your hands and under boots and had sent many a careless climber tumbling to his death.  
 
    Erik picked up a letter opener that looked more like a knife – probably the Aeretollean king didn’t own letter openers, and this was actually a knife – and tapped the point against the dot that represented the capital city: Aquitaine. “We received word two months ago that the Sels had put up a blockade around the capital.” He lifted his gaze to Oliver, verifying. 
 
    A strange way to start marriage negotiations, but Oliver nodded and sat forward to gesture to the map. “They anchored warships here, and here,” he said, pointing. Aquitaine sat at the end of a small jut of land that curved like a half-moon, providing a natural, wide harbor that could be blocked off with booms in the event of a siege.  
 
    It had also proved devastatingly vulnerable to an enemy blockade.  
 
    “There was a stroke of luck – a storm blew up, and smashed the Sel ships to bits, but, you know how deep their fleet is.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    “There are Sel encampments here, and here, up and down the coast. Even here, out of the Crownlands and into Inglewood, but Drakewell was still free of them, when Tessa and I left.” 
 
    “Where are Drakewell’s troops?” Erik asked. 
 
    “They were at the front when the stalemate was called. Whether or not they’ve returned…” 
 
    “Doubtful,” Birger said, leaning in so that all three of them were bent over the map. “You don’t send troops back to their home fires when the enemy is camped on your doorstep.” 
 
    “Everyone knows Drakewell is the most resource-heavy duchy in Aquitainia,” Erik said, pressing his finger to it. “If the Sels are trying to establish a permanent base here in the east, then there’s slim chance they won’t at some point raid Drakewell.” 
 
    “Or be given tacit permission by the king to partake of it,” Birger added, grimly.  
 
    “So you can see why we’re here,” Oliver said.  
 
    Erik arched a single brow, his tone dry – his gaze bright with amusement, though. “Thought you’d come and fetch the Great Northern Phalanx to solve your troubles, did you?” 
 
    “My aunt’s idea, I assure you,” Oliver retorted, just as dry.  
 
    A smile threatened, and how had Erik’s face ever looked carved from stone when it was so mobile and expressive?  
 
    Birger cleared his throat, and Oliver did not jump as if burned. He took another swallow of wine and said, “Nede still stands untouched; we used their harbor to sail up the east coast to get here. But Lord Robert is in agreement with my aunt – and with me. If Aquitainian forces can’t expel the Sel army, and right now they can’t, then I think there’s a very good chance Aquitainia will fall to them. If they manage to take the capital, if the Crownlands fall to them…” 
 
    “Seles annexes the continent,” Erik finished, nodding. “Which would make them our neighbors to the south.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to make this your problem,” Oliver said, letting a bit of ceremony drop. The fatigue hit him all over again, honesty helped along by the wine. “But I don’t think Aquitainia can win this war. Not alone. It was a risk coming here, and asking for this alliance, but it was our best chance.” 
 
    Erik nodded. Then reached for a stack of unsealed letters at the edge of the table, the wax seals broken-open, each of a different color. “In the past week, I’ve had no less than seven offers from Aquitainian lords, all of them looking to trade a daughter for an army.” 
 
    “Oh.” The breath left his lungs in a rush. Oliver hadn’t even stopped to consider that – that they might have competition in this area. Katherine must have known, though. She’d all but pushed them out the door. 
 
    “Lucky for you,” Erik continued, setting the letters aside. “You arrived first. Now.” He reached for another sheaf of parchment. “Birger, do we have last year’s trade reports?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Oliver wasn’t aware of drifting off to sleep, but found himself waking, some indeterminable time later. He had slumped down in his chair, and his neck was stiff, but the hand that had held the wine cup was empty, now. The fire popped and crackled; voices spoke in low, murmured tones.  
 
    Eyelids heavy and reluctant, Oliver let the sounds wash over him.  
 
    Birger’s voice: “Shall I rouse the lad and take him along with me?” 
 
    Erik: “No. I’ll send him to bed in a bit. Let him sleep if he needs it.” 
 
    A pause. A sigh. Birger said, “Ah, lad.” 
 
    “Birger–” 
 
    “I want – we all want you to find a bit of happiness.” 
 
    “Trust me: I’m in no danger of that.” 
 
    A huff of quiet laughter. “You’ve always been a terrible liar. But you can’t lie to me.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    “If the approval of an old man matters–” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “–I like him. I have to say ‘be careful,’ because that’s my job.” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” 
 
    “Though you’re so buttoned up, I don’t suppose my caution is necessary.” 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    A chair creaked, and Birger’s knees popped as he stood. His voice was full of fond warmth. “I mean it, though. The being happy part.” 
 
    “Duly noted.” 
 
    “And” – Birger’s tone turned sly – “if it’s reciprocation you’re worried about…I’d say you’re safe on that front.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Birger.” 
 
    The advisor chuckled, and ambled out, boot soles scuffing softly over the stones. The door shut. A log shifted on the fire with the quiet shush of falling ash.  
 
    Oliver was fully-awake, now, but kept his eyes shut, and his breathing slow and even. He didn’t want to give himself away, for Erik to know that he’d overhead – even if his heart thumped hard in his chest.  
 
    For a while, all was silent save the quietly crackling fire.  
 
    Then came the shift and rustle of clothes, the creak of a chair. For such a large man, Erik moved near-silently. Oliver didn’t realize he stood above him until he heard the quiet rush of a slow exhale. Unsteady, hitched. And then Oliver felt a touch against the top of his head: large fingers raking carefully through his curls.  
 
    Oliver’s mother had done the same thing when he was small. He held distant memories of having his curls petted, of her voice, warm with loving, calling him “my bright copper boy.” It had been soothing, then, and it was now – no one else had done this to him in the time since her death. No one until this beautiful warrior king. 
 
    Oliver was both electrified, and left with a lump in his throat at the same time. He failed to suppress a shiver. The gig was up, then, on feigning sleep. But he let his lashes lift slowly, in hopes he could play it off as if the touch had awakened him, and not the overheard conversation.  
 
    He expected Erik to withdraw. Instead, he stilled a moment, but then resumed, stroking along Oliver’s scalp again. His gaze, when Oliver dared to meet it, was heart-meltingly gentle.  
 
    Oliver didn’t take a breath for what felt like a minute. In this stolen slice of time, in the warm study, Erik backlit by warm firelight, his touch light and reverent through his hair, Oliver couldn’t lie to himself about the meaning of that look. It had been turned on him so rarely in his life… 
 
    No, never. He’d been looked at with fleeting lust, or dark want, furtive curiosity. He’d been looked at with fondness and love by his cousins, with regret by his uncle, and contempt from his father. His aunt looked at him like she understood his competence; it was an amenable and productive relationship, if not warm. But not since his mother had anyone looked on him with this quiet awe. Like he was precious, and special, and something to admire. A look that spoke of the potential for something so much realer and more devastating than simple, physical desire.  
 
    It was something that had the potential to break him, in every way possible.  
 
    He drew in an unsteady breath, finally. “How long have I been asleep?” Why are you doing this? I can’t defend against this. 
 
    A small, private sort of smile touched Erik’s mouth. “Only an hour or so. To be fair, talk of grain prices usually threatens to put me to sleep.” 
 
    It was a smile that Oliver couldn’t return, as another shiver chased through him. His throat had grown tight, and it was hard to swallow – harder still to push himself upright, so that Erik’s hand froze, and retreated.  
 
    No, wait, I don’t want to push you away. But he bit his lip, and didn’t say it, because it was better if he halted that moment in its tracks – it was downright necessary.  
 
    “Sorry,” he rubbed the grit from his eyes. “I’m still, er, not back to being myself, apparently.” 
 
    Erik’s arch glance said, We all already knew that. He retreated behind the desk. “More wine?” 
 
    “No, I should” – he gestured toward the door. “Get some sleep, probably. We can pick back up tomorrow?” He nodded at the table, and its spread of paperwork.  
 
    Erik inclined his head. “Of course.” 
 
    Oliver stood, gripping the chair arms until the last minute as dizziness made itself known. Erik made an abortive little motion, like he’d thought to lean over the desk and steady him. He subsided.  
 
    This…was the awkward part. This was the unspoken moment bristling with potential; Erik hadn’t drawn down a polite mask yet, and Oliver knew, he knew, that if he were to lean forward, and put his hands on the desk, and press forward into Erik’s personal space in invitation, he would get kissed to within an inch of his life. He envisioned all the ways it might unfold from there, from being dragged across the desk, to being thrown down on the fur rug before the fireplace. Thought of Olaf passing him that bottle of oil, and of Birger saying happiness. His breath caught again, because this could happen. It could be something real and not just a fever dream or a late-night fantasy.  
 
    But what then?  
 
    Oliver turned his face away, but not before he saw Erik begin to frown. “Until tomorrow, then.” 
 
    “Yes. Sleep well.” 
 
    He called himself a dozen kinds of fool all the way back to his chamber.  
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    Preparations for the Yuletide Feast began in earnest. More and more pine boughs were threaded along the gallery bannister, and within the iron spokes of the chandeliers in the great hall. The servants bustled about, and seemed to have roped off-duty guardsmen into toting decorations back and forth. The halls smelled of fresh-cut fir; pine cones nearly as long as her arm hung from doorways, ranged in clusters tied with velvet ribbon and set with harness bells. Candles studded with dried berries and rosemary sprigs were being stockpiled in corners. In the kitchen one day, when Leif took her in to show her where the biscuits were stashed, she saw extra sacks of flower and grain; saw kitchen boys toting long rails loaded down with sausages up from storage. It was going to be, appropriately, a kingly feast.  
 
    She and Leif spent time together every day. They went hawking again, and riding – though they went in the morning, on bright days, and stayed within sight of the palace the whole time. He didn’t kiss her again, though she rather wished he would – but he slanted her looks, sometimes, when she could sense that he wanted to. He touched her more: found reasons to steady her by an elbow, to take her hand and help her up a step or over a bit of ice on the garden path. When they left the palace, he draped her cloak around her shoulders, the rough tips of his fingers gentle and warm when he fastened the clasp at her throat.  
 
    She liked the way the sunlight turned his blue eyes translucent. The way the snow spangled his golden hair. She liked that he was gentle with animals, but strong and sure in the sparring ring. He was dedicated to his studies, and when he talked about someday leading Aeretoll, it was with a proper dignity: he understood the weight of the responsibility that awaited him. When they took a sleigh into the city, a group of children ran alongside, shouting and waving, smiling and calling him your majesty. He reined up, and offered the small paper wrapped peppermints from his own pocket – his breath, incidentally, always smelled of peppermint – and listened to their excited stories with genuine interest.  
 
    He was no spoiled lordling; he was good, and kind, and serious, and intelligent, and it would be easy to fall in love with him. 
 
    Only… 
 
    “I like the blue,” Rune offered. He was lounged negligently in a chair in the royal family solar, booted feet propped up on the edge of a table, head tilted in consideration so that his wild, unbraided hair caught the sunlight and flared all in a rich brown and red spill across his shoulders.  
 
    Tessa stood on a low stool in the center of the rug while Astrid measured the length of her hem for the tenth time and Revna held up swatches of crimson and midnight velvet to her face for comparison. The Yuletide Feast was in two days, and Revna had insisted she needed a special gown for the occasion. Tessa had protested, not wanting to put anyone to any inconvenience, but as had become usual, Revna had swept her along with gentle insistence. Tessa hoped that she had a place at all Aeretollean negotiation tables, because there was no refusing her.  
 
    She rolled her eyes, now. “My son the fashion expert.” Over her shoulder to Rune: “Aren’t you supposed to be studying? But, yes, the blue, I think.” 
 
    Rune grinned, and winked at Tessa.  
 
    That was her problem. Leif was wonderful, but Rune left her biting back giggles at every turn.  
 
    Revna turned and flapped a hand at him. “Out with you. Go learn something.” 
 
    He heaved a theatrical sigh and got to his feet. Headed for the door – but leaned in close, when his mother’s back was turned, to whisper to Tessa: “Blink twice if you need rescuing.” 
 
    She gave a very unladylike snort of laugher, and then clapped a hand over her mouth. Rune grinned – the quicksilver, beautiful, grin that reached all the way up to his eyes and pressed lines at the corners that would deepen as he aged; his was a face printed with joy, and made all the lovelier for it.  
 
    “Rune,” Revna said, in warning. 
 
    “I’m going.” He left with one more wink that left her stomach somersaulting.  
 
    “That child,” Revna said, shaking her head, when he was gone. She selected a bolt of velvet and set it aside with the silver threat and tiny seed pearls and sapphires. “Ah, here it is.” She lifted a bundle and turned to Tessa with it held out in offering.  
 
    It was fur, she saw, a heavy, black-flecked gray; she reached for it automatically, and felt its cool, slick hair slide through her fingers. She knew where it had come from before Revna said, “The wolves that Leif felled.” She glanced up, gaze gone serious. “He wanted you to have one.” 
 
    “Oh,” Tessa breathed.  
 
    “You can wear it as a stole,” Revna said, unfurling the length of fur and wrapping it around her own shoulders and throat in demonstration. “That’s how we do it here at festivals.” She struck a regal pose, and then transferred the fur to Tessa’s shoulders. “Or as a cape. A topper for your cloak, on really cold days.” She smoothed her hands over its plush surface, across Tessa’s shoulders until she gripped them lightly through it. Her gaze was searching. 
 
    Revna meant raven, and Tessa found that wholly appropriate, the way the woman could stare at you and know things.  
 
    She swallowed and said, “It’s beautiful.” Stroked the ends of it. “I’ll have to thank him when I see him next.” 
 
    Revna smiled, wistfully, and cocked her head. It was a look that reminded Tessa much of her own mother, in one of Katherine’s rare soft moments. Revna said, “You know, my husband grew up here in the palace. Torstan was Lord Trostann’s second son, my father’s ward, and here to be made a knight. He, and Bjorn, and my brother were fast friends.” She smiled, gaze turned inward, remembering. “My mother used to always talk about finding me a ‘smart match.’ Said it was my duty to marry a powerful lord who could serve as an ally to my brother, and a defender of the realm. It was all very dramatic. 
 
    “I was, of course, completely against the idea. Tor was a lord’s son, and he was Erik’s best friend – but I never saw him as an important lord’s son. It wasn’t a duty, marrying him. In fact, we surprised everyone when we announced we wanted to be wed. 
 
    “I married for love.” Grief touched her face, old but no less fierce. And then her expression turned probing. She slid her hands down Tessa’s arms until she could take both her hands into her own. Squeezed. “My hope is that you will be able to do the same.” 
 
    Tessa blinked in surprise. “My lady?” 
 
    Revna smiled, and squeezed her hands again. “I know that you are a sweet and dutiful girl, but I hope that you’ll be able to follow your heart. To be bold and honest when it comes to what you want for yourself. I love both my sons very much.” 
 
    “My lady, what are–” 
 
    Revna let go and stood back, winking just as Rune had. “I think you know what I mean.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    For all that he loved research, Oliver thought he might scream if he had to look at one more Drakewell tax document.  
 
    “But…why are there so many parties?” Leif asked, braids swinging side-to-side as he shook his head over the parchment Birger had just passed him.  
 
    Oliver tipped his head against the back of his chair and studied the ceiling, vision faintly blurred from squinting so long at cramped handwriting. “Because Drakewellians are extremely shallow.” 
 
    Erik snorted from behind his desk. “It’s because Drakewell lies in a warm valley, with good roads, and plenty to eat, and so rarely goes to war that its citizenry – minor lords especially – don’t look to their duke as a source of protection, but of entertainment.” 
 
    Oliver pointed toward him without looking. “That, too. But I’m feeling rather uncharitable after poring over three years of expenditure figures.” 
 
    There was a rustling of pages. “Gods.” Leif had found the sketches, then. The fashion plates from last year’s galas. “I wouldn’t have to dress like this, would I?” 
 
    Oliver pictured Leif’s broad shoulders squeezed into a fitted, brocade jacket, skintight breeches and polished boots, and couldn’t hold back a laugh. “You might even have to cut your hair.” 
 
    The prince hissed in dismay.  
 
    “Now, now, lad,” Birger soothed. “You wouldn’t have to live there on a permanent basis.” 
 
    Erik hummed thoughtfully. 
 
    Oliver lifted his head to glance at the king and found him stroking his beard in an absent way, gaze thoughtful. “No, but it would require a very trusted regent to act in your stead while you were away.” 
 
    Leif sighed. 
 
    “You’re being too reasonable,” Oliver told the king. “It’s lowering the mood of the entire room.” 
 
    Birger and Leif chuckled. 
 
    Erik shot him a slanted, quietly amused look.  
 
    The Yuletide Festival was the day after tomorrow, and Oliver had spent most of this day, and the ones before it, in this study, educating Leif about Drakewell and explaining all the duchy’s governmental workings to king, prince, and advisor alike. His back was sore from occupying this chair for so long, but he was feeling stronger and more energetic, and planned to take a walk later, wrapped up in yet more hemmed hand-me-down clothes that still smelled entirely too much like the spiced oil that Erik brushed into his hair.  
 
    There had been no more loaded moments between them; no caught-in-the-balance, precipice moments brimming with the potential for more.  
 
    But Oliver wished there had been, and that was a problem. 
 
    A light tap sounded at the door, and Revna poked her head in and surveyed them all. “This is some party, boys.” 
 
    Erik chucked a crumpled piece of parchment at her in a charming display of childishness. It missed by a wide margin, bouncing harmlessly across the ground toward her feet. 
 
    She grinned at her brother and then turned her gaze on Oliver. She crooked a finger. “I need to borrow our Southerner for a bit.” 
 
    Oliver was already halfway to his feet when Erik said, “What for?” His tone, low and authoritative, was a surprise.  
 
    To Revna as well, if the way her brows shot up was any indication.  
 
    Leif glanced between his mother and uncle in question. 
 
    Birger pressed his lips together into a very thin line, a spark of amusement glinting in his gaze.  
 
    Revna sniffed and said, “That’s for me to know, and you to find out. Oliver, will you come?” 
 
    “Um…sure.” He followed her out with a shrug of confusion for the boys. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” Oliver asked as they started down the hall together. 
 
    “Aside from you being stuck in that stuffy study all day with my dictatorial brother, everything’s quite all right.” 
 
    “Oh, well, I don’t mind. The room, that is. Or, um, your brother.” 
 
    She chuckled. “That’s good to hear.” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “Mmhm.” She linked her arm through his as they turned the corner to the stairwell. 
 
    “Where are we going, if I may ask?” 
 
    “To see about getting you properly outfitted for the feast.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s – really not necessary.” 
 
    She patted his arm. “Oh, but it is.” 
 
    Oliver bit back a sigh. “I suppose I don’t have a choice?” 
 
    “None at all, lamb.” 
 
    She led him past his own chamber to what he knew, based on Tessa’s vivid descriptions of it, was the heart of the royal apartments. He marveled, just as Tessa had, that he’d been brought into such a personal space. 
 
    A low stool stood in the center of a rug, and a pushed-aside table held bolts of cloth, and lengths of braided cord and twinkling accessories. Astrid stood at the ready with shears and measuring tape. 
 
    Revna led him up to the stool and he stepped on it obediently. Lifted his arm when Astrid stepped forward and prompted him to, measuring the length of it with her tape.  
 
    But he turned to Revna, desperate anxiety beginning to swell in his gut, and said, “You really don’t have to go to any trouble. The clothes you’ve given me already are fine.” 
 
    “Fine for meetings and walks,” she said. “But not for the Yuletide Feast.” 
 
    “No, really–”  
 
    Astrid’s fingers brushed his spine through his tunic as she measured down the length of it, and he fought not to shrink forward away from her.  
 
    “We’ve already got a dress all sorted for Tessa,” Revna said, “and we musn’t leave you out.” She turned her back on his protesting expression and fingered the trinkets laid out on the table. Turned back to him holding a long, slender silver bead between thumb and forefinger. She stepped close and held it up beside his face. “The silver, for sure, and the blue. Tessa’s wearing blue. It goes best with this fiery hair of yours.” She smiled, and reached, quickly, to finger one of his curls with her free hand – not with the careful, quiet softness with which Erik had petted him before, but in a brisk and evaluating way.  
 
    “It’s grown out since you arrived,” she observed. “Not long enough to truly braid, I don’t think. But I think we can thread some beads, don’t you, Astrid?” 
 
    “Yes, my lady? And the sapphires?” 
 
    “Oh, of course.” 
 
    “S-sapphires?” Oliver spluttered. “Revna, I can’t–” 
 
    “Tessa’s going to wear them,” Revna said, matter-of-fact.  
 
    His pulse leaped and pounded. “Tessa’s a highborn lady. While I’m a bastard.” 
 
    She folded her arms and sent him a stern look. “And no less our honored guest because of it. I will have you dressed well.” 
 
    “In blue?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “In your family’s colors? With sapphires in my hair?” He could hear the desperate edge to his voice. How often had he noted the glint of blue gems in Erik’s braided hair? Set into his heavy silver rings?  
 
    Revna said, “Yes.” 
 
    “But I’m–” 
 
    “Let’s stop using the B-word, shall we? And why should Tessa be grandly dressed and you not?” 
 
    Panic blurred his vision at the edges; squeezed at his lungs and throat. “You can drape Tessa in all the finery you want,” he snapped. “She’s marrying your son!” 
 
    Revna’s expression remained sternly placid. She lifted her brows a fraction in quiet challenge. And what of you? her gaze asked.  
 
    Oliver fought to catch his breath a moment. It was unbearable, being caught like this: between his own feelings, and Erik’s looks, and everyone else’s increasingly less subtle nudges toward something he knew to be impossible. This was ridiculous, this couldn’t happen, and resentment swelled, because why was Revna so cruel as to even suggest that it could? 
 
    Or, perhaps he was so stupid and sensitive and reading those nudges where there were none; where there was only friendship and kindness and generosity, and nothing like illicit desire at play.  
 
    He blew out a deep breath as Astrid lifted his other arm to measure it. “I don’t want to make a fool of myself,” he murmured. 
 
    Her face softened, and she touched his cheek, an entirely sisterly gesture, with nothing of the tender hesitance of her brother’s touch. “Oh, lamb. Never worry on that account.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    By the time he’d been measured, evaluated, and draped in enough fabric for Revna’s liking, the sun was beginning to set beyond the windows. Oliver bid her ladyship a hasty goodbye – her smirk knowing in return – and fled.  
 
    He passed a pair of maids hauling linens in the hallway, and both of them shot him quick, questioning glances. A bastard foreigner coming out of the royal apartments; even the brief touch of their eyes felt like a judgement. Did everyone in Aeres know what was happening? That Lady Revna was draping him in blue velvet and wanting to put sapphires in his hair? Talking to him of her brother?  
 
    After the feast, everyone in the palace would know.  
 
    He needed air.  
 
    Head ducked against any other awkward moments of eye contact, he made his way through the halls to the door that led out onto the third-story balcony that overlooked the gardens.  
 
    Oliver paused, one step out the door, struck by the pink-streaked portrait of the sky, the sun’s rays gold and distinct along the distant horizon, like the spokes of a wagon wheel. The mountains, and foothills, and the trees lay in folds of mantled gray, far across a gleaming pink expanse of snow. The last, honeyed light of the day caught the points of guard spears on the wall walk, and the icicles that dripped from the battlements, and the snow-heaped trees and shrubs and arbors and benches below, in the garden.  
 
    Oliver walked up to lean against the stone balustrade, pressing his face forward into the breeze. It was westerly, tonight, as if the sun’s last glow was tugging at him, wanting to pull him across the great, candied distance.  
 
    “I see we had the same idea,” a low voice rumbled. 
 
    He turned his head, and there, four columns down, framed beneath one of the gallery’s high, rune-carved arches, stood Erik.  
 
    His forearms rested on the balustrade, same as Oliver’s, though he’d had to stoop much lower to accomplish that, his fur-clad shoulders hunched, his hair trailing over the edge, lifting like streamers in the breeze. His profile, limned in pink and gold sunset light, belonged on a statue. The sort of proud, regal construction that stood in a town square, or atop a palace wall.  
 
    Oliver wanted to kick himself: in his hurry to get out here, he hadn’t taken note of the guards who must be stationed just on the other side of the door. He couldn’t retreat, not after he’d been spotted, but this was the first time they’d been alone together since what Oliver was referring to in his head as the Petting Incident. 
 
    Erik turned toward him, and Oliver was struck by the ordinary, commonplace gesture of him tucking his hair away from his face and behind his ear. Oliver’s fingers itched to do it for him.  
 
    He swallowed against a dry throat and said, “I was just with your sister. Being fitted for feast clothes.” 
 
    “Ah.” The statue resemblance melted into smile; it lit up Erik’s face in the same soft, sweet way the sunset lit the snow. “My advice is to do whatever she says.” 
 
    “I did try to refuse.” 
 
    “And how did that go?” 
 
    “Apparently, there are going to be sapphires in my hair.” 
 
    He didn’t think he imagined the way Erik’s eyes widened, fractionally. And he definitely didn’t imagine the way his gaze shifted to Oliver’s hair, and he then cleared his throat. “Oh. Well. I’m sure she knows best.” He straightened and came to stand beside Oliver, close enough that, when he rested his arms along the rail again, their elbows were touching. He smelled like he’d been riding, Oliver noted: snow, and horse, and sweat.  
 
    Erik’s gaze was fixed on the sunset again, and so Oliver joined him in gazing toward it. The pink had deepened to a deep rose, and the shadows across the snow had grown long, like reaching fingers.  
 
    “I’ve seen plenty of sunsets,” Oliver said, “but never one quite like this.” 
 
    “I imagine they’re impressive in Drakewell, shining on all that water.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. It shines like glass.” Oliver nodded toward the expanse of snowy field beyond the wall, purpling, now, as night raced on, studded with bright star flares where the last light caught the ice crust just so. “But this…this is like diamonds. And the sky – the sky is much closer, here. Like I could reach up and touch it.” He started to demonstrate, but then tightened his hand on the balustrade, face heating. “Apologies. I don’t – er – normally get so fanciful.” 
 
    Erik chuckled. “Well, you are Southern, after all.” 
 
    Oliver chuckled, too, and it eased the tension in his chest. “It is lovely here. Too cold by half, and more dangerous than I’m used to. But. Lovely.” 
 
    “Hm. I’ve always thought so. There’s something beautiful about the simplicity of it.” 
 
    Oliver skated a glance toward him, and saw the last flare of sunlight catching on the silver and gems braided into his hair; the gleam of silver stitching on his tunic; the glint of his rings, where his bare hands rested on the stone, heedless of the cold. He thought he was beginning to understand it, all the ornamentation. Aeres – at least in winter – was a sparse and cold landscape, the green of the trees, and the gray of the mountains, and the sugared colors of sunrise and sunset all that broke up the many, many layers of snowy white. Long winters of bitter cold were spent indoors, around the fire, drinking, and talking. There were no flowers, no leaves, no fresh fruits. Amidst that stark backdrop, the Aeretollean people had taken to ornamenting themselves with all the glitter and gleam of the precious metals and stones they’d spent generations mining.  
 
    And the beads and gems woven into their hair, Erik had told him, held significance. Were gifts from loved ones.  
 
    “The sapphires,” Oliver started, before he could think better of it. Erik glanced toward him right away, curious. “For my hair, I mean. The beads. Is it – are they–” He couldn’t ask outright. They had been Revna’s idea, he reminded himself. “You said, before, about the beads, about what they mean – I’m not Aeretollean, nor even an Aeretollean’s intended, like Tessa is.” He gulped down a breath. “I shouldn’t wear them.” 
 
    Erik let one hand slide off the rail so he could turn to him more fully, brows knitting. “Anything you are given to wear is a gift. Given freely, and yours to keep.” 
 
    “But I’m…” Revna’s voice popped into his head: Let’s stop using the B-word, shall we? “They wouldn’t mean anything, like yours do. Won’t – won’t everyone think it’s ridiculous? That I’m playing dress-up. Or even insulting you and your people? I would be making a mockery of a long-standing tradition.” 
 
    Erik stared at him a long, long moment, brow slowly smoothing. “No.” His voice had gone deeper. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    Oliver shook his head, frustrated with himself for expressing his doubts – and for not even expressing them clearly, at that. “But I–” 
 
    Erik’s heavy hand landed on his shoulder, and squeezed – gently, but Oliver could feel the latent strength in that grip, held back on his account. “You’re not in Drakewell anymore, Oliver. Our feasts and festivals are not full of gossip and petty slights.” He lowered his head a fraction, bringing them in closer – close enough for Oliver to feel the heat of his breath on his face, his own breath catching in his throat. “If you come braided and finely dressed to my hall” – Erik’s voice was a rumbling whisper, now, his eyes deep, blue, unfathomable – “then my people will know you’ve earned the honor of sitting at the high table.” 
 
    “The – the high table?” Oliver asked, weakly.  
 
    The hand on his shoulder squeezed. “Yes.” 
 
    Sound of the door opening.  
 
    “Your majesty?” one of the guards asked. 
 
    Erik held his gaze a moment longer, then stepped back, and turned away, sighing. “What?” he asked his guard. 
 
    Oliver shifted so he faced the horizon, the sunlight only a hot line of red etching the mountains, the sky above gray fading to indigo. His pulse pounded in his ears, drowning out the conversation happening behind him.  
 
    Earned the honor. He flat-out refused to analyze that. To imagine. It was too dangerous. But he could do nothing about his body’s frenzied tumble into nervous anticipation, want, longing. It hurt, wanting something he couldn’t have like this, an ache that gripped and burned like his marsh fever.  
 
    He’d finally managed to collect himself when Erik said, right behind him, “Oliver, are you coming in?” 
 
    Gods. “No. No, I think I’ll stay a moment longer. The stars are coming out.” 
 
    “Hm. So they are.” He heard a rustling, felt a rush of air – and then something heavy fell across his shoulders. It was warm, and smelled of horses and forest, and fur tickled his jaw. It was Erik’s cloak. Erik had draped his cloak over him. “Don’t stay too long. It gets cold up here.” 
 
    Oliver squeezed his eyes shut and listened to the king depart with his guards. He stayed like that a long moment, clutching the cloak tighter around his throat, breathing in the smell of it – of Erik – and the only stars he saw were the ones blooming behind his screwed-shut eyelids.  
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    Erik dreamed of eyes the blue of deep water. His own were pale, glacial, the blue gleam of sunlight on snow. But these were the boundless sapphire of a lake in winter, evidence of the life that still teemed down beneath the ice. Water that looked cool and inviting, but would kill you if you let it.  
 
    There were worse deaths. 
 
    He dreamed of firelight dancing in copper curls, grown longer over the last weeks, soft and slippery as Southern watered silk through his fingers. Beneath his fingertips, the fragile shape of a skull, the heat of skin he wanted to follow down, and down, and down. A longing like a spear through his chest, an unexpected wound whose pain was sharp and breathless.  
 
    There were worse wounds. 
 
    But none yet had left him so restless.  
 
    Erik rolled over on his feather mattress, skin prickling and over-hot as the dream faded out, and his eyes opened on his dark bedchamber. Every time he managed to fall asleep, Oliver was there, sometimes peacefully sleeping in the chair in the study – sometimes naked and pink in the bath, winding one of Erik’s braids around his finger and talking of staying.  
 
    It was still night beyond his window, the sky lit only by a sliver of moon. With an impatient huff, he threw back the covers and got to his feet. Dragged a fur across his shoulders and ventured out into the common room in search of distraction.  
 
    It seemed he wasn’t the only one who couldn’t sleep. Leif sat before a built-up fire, the light from the flames flickering over a thoughtful – and not at all happy – countenance. He held a cup loosely between both hands, rolling it absently between his palms. His head didn’t turn, but Erik saw the flicker of his lashes and a firelight-bathed flash of blue as he glanced toward him.  
 
    “Can’t sleep?” Erik asked, softly, and crossed to pour a cup of his own.  
 
    “Up early,” Leif countered.  
 
    Erik took the chair across from him, and a sip of wine; it was a pale, Veniscalli white, nearly clear in the right light, and tasted faintly of apples, beneath the tang of the grapes. He rolled the wine across his tongue, savoring it – tomorrow night, at the feast, he would drink dark red, and then ale, perhaps a shot of mistress when his men toasted him. But here in private, with his family, he could own up to his taste for the soft dessert wines his mother had brought from her homeland, once upon a time.  
 
    Across from him, Leif stared into the flames, his unbraided hair wavy and gilded against his cheeks, his brows notched together.  
 
    “What’s troubling you?” Erik asked. He realized, with something of a start, that he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been alone with his heir like this, and felt like a neglectful sod for it. Leif had no shortage of tutelage and training, and his brother was his constant companion and best friend – but Erik intended the boy to rule this nation some day, and he’d failed, lately, in providing any sort of direct counsel. 
 
    Leif shrugged. “Do you think Ragnar will come?” 
 
    “When has he ever missed a chance to drink our ale?” 
 
    The corner of Leif’s mouth twitched upward in a fleeting smile. “That’s true.” He sobered. “He will be angry that we’ve strengthened ties with the South.” 
 
    “Then I will explain to him that we’ve strengthened ties with Drakewell – that we’ve conquered it – and not the entire South. That’s language he can understand.” 
 
    Leif offered a wry grin, finally glancing toward him. “He’s still sore you wouldn’t marry his sister.” 
 
    “And he will continue to be sore, I imagine.” Erik had never offered either of the boys in his stead, as he had with Tessa Drake. He liked to think that he was a stern uncle, but not a cruel one.  
 
    Leif seemed relieved. He sipped at his wine and settled back in his chair. Glanced toward the table that had become a holding place for the things Revna had set aside for Tessa and Oliver for tomorrow’s feast. “I saw what Mother set out for Oliver,” he said, tone careful now.  
 
    Erik’s belly tightened, fractionally, with sudden nerves. He kept his tone light: “Blue to match his cousin.” 
 
    “Our blue.” Leif’s gaze cut over, keener than Erik gave him credit for being, most times. “And the sapphires for his hair. And the beads.” 
 
    “Tessa will be wearing beads.” 
 
    “Tessa is my fiancée.”  
 
    Erik took a measured breath – and a long swallow of wine. “Oliver will not be the first man to wear that sort of bead in Aeretoll.” 
 
    “No,” Leif agreed, brows lifting. “But he’ll be the first man you’ve put them on. The first person you’ve put them on.” 
 
    Erik frowned – but Leif was undeterred, staring at him with open curiosity. “What of it?” He levered a warning into his voice. Leave it. 
 
    It didn’t work. “Uncle,” Leif said, wondrous, “you like him.” 
 
    “Of course I like him.” 
 
    “No, but you care for him. Uncle.” He sat forward, eager, delighted. “Those are lover’s beads. You don’t braid them into someone’s hair unless you–” 
 
    “Yes, I know what lover means, thank you.” 
 
    Leif grinned. Chuckled – the brat. “So, have you and he–” 
 
    “That’s none of your business.” 
 
    He stopped laughing, but his eyes danced, just like his mother’s did when she was deeply amused about something – in a loving way. “I think he likes you back.” 
 
    Erik glared at him…mostly in an effort to disguise the way his stomach flipped. He was like a stupid, moony-eyed little boy again, pulse fluttering at the thought of being liked in return by the object of his affection.  
 
    “When we have our meetings in the study, and I’m ready to fall asleep from how boring it is, I’ve seen him look at you. When your head’s down, and you can’t see, he looks at you like–” 
 
    “Leif.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to know?” 
 
    Desperately. “No.”  
 
    “Will you make him consort?” 
 
    The question didn’t shock him, because, no matter how remote, fanciful, and unlikely, it was a scenario that he had entertained. Several generations ago, the Lord of Wolf Point had taken a man for his consort, creating a mild scandal amongst the rest of the Aeretollean nobility. But a scandal that fizzled out quickly. The consort was a great warrior, with a head for strategy and leadership; he offered his lord and lover wise counsel, endeared himself to his people, and the lord’s nephew inherited, eventually.  
 
    Erik had envisioned Oliver wrapped in furs, his hair long, braided, glittering with gemstones and beads, rings winking on his fingers, standing beside the throne when Erik listened to petitioners. He was beautiful already, fine-featured, and soft-skinned, and big-eyed, with a temper like a cornered badger that Erik found impossibly endearing – but robed all in finery, there would be no question to whom he belonged.  
 
    “Uncle?” 
 
    He’d been silent too long, lost in reverie. In fantasy, because he knew it would never happen. “I doubt very much that he wants that.” 
 
    “You’ll never know if you don’t ask,” Leif said, sagely.  
 
    Erik glared at him again. 
 
    Leif grinned. “Bed him first and then see what he says. I promise he wants that.” 
 
    Erik arched a brow at him, and hoped he could play off the blush that heated his face as a result of the fire. “I would expect talk of ‘bedding’ from your brother, but not you. I hope you’re behaving honorably with Tessa.” 
 
    Leif’s grin vanished. He hitched up straighter in his chair. “Of course.” Then he frowned, and glanced toward the fire again.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She doesn’t love me.” 
 
    And here was what had pulled Leif out of bed at such an hour and into this glum mood.  
 
    “Ah,” Erik said. “I see.”  
 
    Leif’s darted glance seemed to say, do you?  
 
    “Lad, I wouldn’t expect her to love you yet. You’ve not known each other that long. It takes time for affection and interest to settle into love.” 
 
    Leif snorted. “Says you, braiding lover’s beads into a pretty boy’s hair.” 
 
    Erik sent him a warning look – one met with shoulders ducked in contrition – but he wasn’t angry. “I do not love Oliver.” An inward squirming left him feeling as if he’d lied.  
 
    “But you could.” 
 
    “And I suspect the same can be said of Tessa.” He inclined his head in question. “I don’t think you are exactly in love, either, Leif.” 
 
    “I want to be.” 
 
    “So. You and Tessa are on the same page, then. Many happy, loving marriages have been built upon less.” 
 
    “Yes.” He hesitated. “But.” 
 
    Erik waited. 
 
    Leif heaved a deep sigh. “She prefers Rune.” 
 
    Erik had feared the same. But he said, “Tessa is young – they are closer in age, and Rune is very…forcefully cheerful.” 
 
    Leif snorted again, though his expression was sad. “It’s more than that.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But. Fancying someone, finding him handsome – Tessa’s a smart girl. She knows that cheer and charm don’t necessarily make for a good husband.” 
 
    Leif’s gaze sharpened. “Rune would make anyone a fine husband.” 
 
    Erik tried to mask his amusement. “Noble of you to defend your brother.” 
 
    “No, it’s right. If Tessa wants Rune instead, then, so be it. I won’t stand in the way of their happiness.” His jaw set, after his declaration, and his shoulders pushed back in a determined way. 
 
    Erik couldn’t keep the fond smile from his face. “You are a good brother. And a good nephew. Someday you will make a good king…and a good husband.” 
 
    Leif sighed. 
 
    “Try not to worry too much. Things will turn out as they should.” 
 
    “Hmph.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true son of our line,” Erik said, toasting him with a quick lift of his cup.  
 
    Leif smiled, though it looked reluctant. “I do like her. But I won’t force her into a marriage if she doesn’t want it – just as you wouldn’t.” 
 
    Erik nodded. “That is honorable.” 
 
    Beyond the windows, the night had begun to pale; the sky shone a faint, pearlescent gray, the hint of a sunrise to come. It was to be a busy day, full of the bustle of arriving nobles, and the last preparations for the feast. Erik would be pulled into hugs, into huddles, into meetings, into long conversations about the state of his kingdom.  
 
    For now, though, he had these last moments of quiet with his nephew.  
 
    He set his cup aside. “Do you have ties and beads for your hair?” 
 
    Leif lifted his head, looking almost startled, then nodded, and reached into the inside pocket of his unfastened tunic. “Yes.” 
 
    Erik spread his legs and patted his knee. “Come here, my heir, and I shall make you ready to meet our people.” 
 
    Leif smiled at him – a small, warm smile brimming over with emotion – then he stood and moved to sit on the rug at Erik’s feet, between his spread knees, his back to him. Over his shoulder, he offered leather laces and beads on an outstretched palm.  
 
    Erik took them from him, and set them on the table. Then he raked his fingers through his nephew’s hair, gathering it into bunches, and began a series of intricate plaits that he knew well, by now. The plaits of a prince; of an heir; of a beloved son of a beloved sister.  
 
    When dawn broke pink and bright through the window glass, the horn at the gate sounded.  
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    Oliver leaned his elbows on the ledge of the open window and gazed down at the road, shivering against the early morning breeze that funneled in around him. Feast guests were arriving by the dozens, in caravans of horse-drawn carriages and, mostly, reindeer-drawn sleighs. Horses whinnied, reindeer snorted, and harness bells jingled – so many, and so loudly that it sounded like a chorus of angelic voices. The lords of Aeretoll had arrived for the Yuletide Feast.  
 
    Shivering against the cold, Oliver stepped back and drew the window closed. Tomorrow night, he would dress in finery, put beads and sapphires in his hair, and join the king at his high table, as his special guest.  
 
    Today seemed like a good day to lose himself in books. 
 
    He managed, for the most part, listening to the palace grow steadily louder and louder beneath him, a cacophony not previously heard as guests filled the great hall, exclaimed in wonder at the décor, and were shown to their rooms. He skipped meals, despite the ever-growing hunger, his stomach too tight with nerves to manage eating. He knew that Revna was keeping Tessa busy with preparations all day, and so his plan was to sneak down at supper, grab a plate, and retreat to his rooms.  
 
    But then… 
 
    “Oliver!” 
 
    He glanced up from the book he had only been half-reading and found Magnus in the doorway. It took him a moment to realize the guardsman was dressed in a casual tunic, trousers, and boots, rather than his usual crimson and blue uniform. He carried a basket under his arm, and shot Oliver a wide grin. 
 
    “Hiding, are we?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Magnus chuckled. “I don’t blame you one bit. It’s mad down there. Lady Kenningar doesn’t want to room next to Lady Hylli, and the Lady Revna’s trying to get them sorted, and Lady Kenningar’s wean is squalling something fierce.” He tapped his ear with a wince. “It’s a miracle we can’t hear it up here.” 
 
    People moved past him in the hallway, a cluster of hurried voices, a flash of fur and fine gems. Oliver had heard the foot traffic all day. 
 
    “I think I might skip supper,” Oliver said, though his stomach was already growling a protest. It was bad enough he would sit at the high table tomorrow; interacting with all the guests beforehand sounded like the quickest way to damp palms and indigestion.  
 
    “No need for that.” Magnus patted the basket he carried with his free hand. “I’ve got food enough for plenty, and strict orders from Lady Revna to make sure you go down and have a proper bath before tomorrow.” 
 
    To his credit, Magnus didn’t turn the statement at all suggestive. But Oliver felt a low thrum like a plucked chord in his belly. Save for when he was sick, he’d never appeared about the palace in a less-than-clean state. He could make himself perfectly presentable with a little hot water from the ewer, or, if he was lucky, a copper tub.  
 
    But the idea of Revna ordering him to have a proper bath…That spoke of things to come. Of certain expectations for him.  
 
    Or, more likely, it spoke of Revna wanting him to appear at his absolute best when he joined the family before all the lords and ladies of Aeretoll. 
 
    He took a careful breath. “If you’ll recall, the last time I went down to the baths, it didn’t go so well.” 
 
    “Aye, well, you’re not feverish this time, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “You’ll do fine. Give ‘em another chance – get back up on the horse and all that. And.” He lowered his voice, gaze turning mischievous. “I don’t think it turned out all bad, do you?” He winked before Oliver could stutter a protest. “Come along, then. Go and fetch your dressing gown and we’ll be off.” 
 
    His dressing gown, which he gathered up in his arms and stood holding a long moment, in the privacy of his chamber, was the one he’d been wearing ever since the night they’d ridden out to find Tessa and the boys. Which meant that it was, or had been, Erik’s dressing gown. The velvet was worn smooth in places from its years of use, and the hem and sleeves were still much too long. He’d not requested another, though; if Revna was going to so much trouble to outfit him for the feast, he knew he only need ask and he’d be given a brand-new gown of his own. But he hadn’t, and he didn’t want it altered, either. His own gown – silk, and too thin by half for this cold, stone palace – stayed packed away in his trunk. At night, he wrapped this one around himself instead, snuggled deep into its folds, and imagined impossible things, grateful for the knowledge that the velvet had once lain against Erik’s skin, as it now laid against his.  
 
    With a shaky exhale, he bundled the gown up in his arms, and went to follow Magnus.  
 
    Mad was an apt word for what was happening in the great hall. Guests had been arriving all day, along with deliveries of everything from wine, to food, to extra feather mattresses packed in sleighs. A few trestles had been set up, and people were eating at them, but most of the hall had been given over to the coming and going of servants toting chests, trunks, trays, and laden baskets.  
 
    Revna stood on a wooden chair, overseeing it all and directing servants and nobles alike. Tessa stood beside her, Hilda – her ankle much improved – behind her, and she was greeting highborn ladies with her usual quiet grace.  
 
    Confident that she was both capable and in capable hands, Oliver ducked down the hallway toward the baths after Magnus.  
 
    The first thing Oliver noticed, when they reached the warm, humid tunnel that led to the baths, was the noise. The swell and tumult of many voices that had been absent on his last trip here.  
 
    Oliver hesitated, and clutched the dressing gown tighter to his chest.  
 
    After a moment, Magnus paused, and turned back to look at him, expression questioning in the flickering light of the cressets.  
 
    “Magnus. Is it crowded down here?” 
 
    “I expect most people will want a good soak, it being a feast day tomorrow. Servants, merchants – anyone who can steal away for a bit. And our guests will be wanting a wash-up, too.” 
 
    He didn’t relish the thought of being naked in front of a whole palace full of people, not when they were to see him in a place of honor tomorrow. 
 
    Not ever, really.  
 
    A particularly loud shout echoed from the bathing chamber, and Magnus’s expression brightened. “I wouldn’t be too worried, lad. Lord Askr is in there, by the sound of it, and he’ll be holding court. No one will notice you.” 
 
    Feeling only slightly better, Oliver continued on, trying to ignore the shakiness in his knees.  
 
    The dressing room, with its shelves and cubbies and baskets, was full of men in various states of undress, some coming and some leaving. The floor was strewn with puddles, and the shelves were loaded with furs, and cloaks, and tunics; boots sat lined up along the wall. They were talking to one another, trading good-natured insults, and ignored Oliver as he slipped up to the shelves. When Magnus started undressing, carefree and unhurried, Oliver scrambled out of his own clothes, stowed them, and tugged on his dressing gown. Belted it extra tight.  
 
    Magnus snorted in amusement, and Oliver pretended not to hear.  
 
    “Ready?” Magnus had pulled on a soft, worn robe, and tied it only loosely, a large wedge of strong, furred chest on display. He hefted the basket of food, and awaited Oliver’s nod before turning toward the vast chamber of hot springs.  
 
    Steam boiled up in thick clouds, shifting over the occupants of the near pools: men lounging waist-deep in water, their bodies all carved in various shapes of strong. Big-bellied, wasp-waist lean, no matter the build, each man was roped, laced, and padded with the muscle borne of hard work on the battlefield or the training yard. Red hair, blond hair, brown hair, black hair – all of it was braided in unique, intricate styles threaded with beads, and jewels, and other decorations. Some boasted long beads braided into patterns set with flat, enameled beads. And there were tattoos, as well, on throats, and across chests, and curving around thick biceps: everything from animals, to flowers, to runes.  
 
    Everyone’s attention was fixed on a man who stood unabashedly naked at the edge of a pool, his fiery red hair coiled atop his head in a crown made of dozens of narrow braids, his beard halfway down his chest and set at the ends with small ivory beads that looked carved from animal bones.  
 
    “…and so then he said,” the man was saying – projecting, really, his voice booming off stone and water, raised to a battlefield pitch. “‘If you think I’ll let you insult my wife…’ And I said, ‘Ho, that’s your wife? I thought it was your horse!’” 
 
    This story was met with uproarious laughter.  
 
    Magnus chuckled, and led them down a path between two pools. “This way. It’s quieter back here.” 
 
    Oliver followed, relieved–  
 
    Only to hear, “Oi. You must be the Southerner, then.” 
 
    Oliver froze. It was the redheaded grandstander who’d called out to him – Lord Askr, at a guess – and all heads turned toward Oliver. He clutched the end of his dressing gown in one hand, trying to keep it from trailing along the wet floor, and reached now to close it more firmly at his throat. He stood up straight, though, beneath Askr’s – beneath everyone’s – curious gazes.  
 
    He’d not gone out of his way to make friends, nor even acquaintances here. Magnus and the princes had been the ones to befriend him, making the first overtures. He’d become closer to Birger, and to Revna, and, yes, Erik. Erik most of all. Surely everyone living in the palace – and now the visitors, too, thanks to gossip – had noted that Oliver spoke only with the royal family. That he kept far too much company with the king.  
 
    But he would not cower – not outwardly. He lifted his chin, met Lord Askr’s gaze, and said, “I am, yes. Oliver Meacham. Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    “The Drakewell bastard,” someone said, the face of the speaker lost in the steam.  
 
    “Aye,” Askr said, gaze narrowing in shrewd evaluation. “The one come to bring his pretty cousin to marry the prince, eh?” 
 
    Oliver swallowed with difficulty. “I expect a formal betrothal will be announced shortly.” 
 
    “For her, or for you?” someone else quipped, and the men chuckled darkly.  
 
    From farther back, someone muttered, “King’s pet,” like a curse.  
 
    Askr continued to scrutinize him, and the glint in his eyes was no longer amused, but something else entirely. “He speaks highly of you – does Erik. I think many wonder why.” 
 
    Magnus grasped the front of Oliver’s gown, his grip tight, but his voice breezy when he said, “Oh, he’s a head for negotiation, our Oliver. He can turn anyone into an ally. For now, though, we’ve a pool waiting. If you’ll excuse us, my lord.” He bowed, quickly, and tugged Oliver along in his wake. 
 
    Oliver went gladly. He heard the murmur of gossip behind them, and hurried to keep up, face burning.  
 
    Magnus led them between pools that grew less and less densely populated with bathers, until, finally, they slipped between two towering stalagmites, around a corner, and into a cozy, secluded nook where a large, deep blue pool steamed. Empty and inviting.  
 
    Oliver felt faintly dizzy, and not just from the heat. He dropped down onto a bench carved into the stone wall, and rubbed at his face with his hand, trying to scrub the blush from his cheeks. “This isn’t good, Magnus.” 
 
    “This pool? Oh, no, it’s the best. Nice and quiet. You can’t even hear that braying donkey from here.” 
 
    “No.” Oliver dropped his hand and sent him a pleading look. “You heard them. To them, I’m a bastard, a Southerner, and” – he had to gulp down a swell of sick anxiety – “the king’s pet.” 
 
    Magnus shrugged, and shucked his robe, unbothered by his own nudity. “People talk. Human nature.” He stepped down into the water with a glad sigh and got settled on one of the benches below the surface, stretching luxuriantly. “You can’t please everyone. All that matters is that the people who matter like you, and they do.”  
 
    He patted the water beside him so that it splashed. “Come and have a soak. You’ll feel better.” 
 
    Oliver huffed a sigh. But he shed his gown and slipped down into the water, leaving a wide space between them. The water was a deep, dark indigo like the night sky without stars, but he would just as soon not take the chance of being examined too closely. He was even thinner now than he’d been before, still recovering: his ribs and hipbones and clavicles sharp points beneath too-pale skin, his belly flat, nearly concave, but soft. Both his arms together couldn’t hope to make one burly Northman arm.  
 
    Magnus leaned out of the water just far enough to snag the handle of his basket with one finger and drag it closer. “All right, let’s see what we have here – nothing fancy, mind, only some cheese, and grapes, and a bit of that good, dark bread, and wine…”  
 
    Oliver wasn’t listening. He’d sunk up to his chin in the warm water, and it was delightful. He could properly appreciate it this time, not being sick, and his worry and doubt faded to the periphery as he enjoyed the warm caress against every inch of his skin.  
 
    Magnus poured him a cup of wine and leaned forward to place it closer to him along the edge of the pool. 
 
    “Thank you,” Oliver said, dreamy and half-garbled because his lips were so close to the water. 
 
    Magnus chuckled. “See? All that bein’ reluctant, and now I won’t be able to drag you out.” 
 
    “Hm. Perhaps not.” 
 
    “Brother.” Lars appeared around the corner, already undressed, his robe carried over one arm. “You have snacks.” 
 
    “I have plenty. Get in.” 
 
    He joined them, and Oliver finally roused himself enough to eat some grapes and cheese, and to drink his wine.  
 
    “These are the last grapes we’ll get until spring,” Magnus lamented, examining one wistfully before he popped it in his mouth.  
 
    “There’s the dried ones,” Lars said. “And the apricots, too.” 
 
    “Nah. They taste like barrels.” 
 
    “’Cause they’re shipped in barrels, you git.” 
 
    Oliver snorted to himself and reached for another bunch for himself. “Do you not grow any fruits up here, then? All of it’s bought?” 
 
    “We’re lucky if we’ve a tomato crop in summer,” Magnus said. “Not enough sunlight for these.” He held a grape up so that the light from the cressets glinted off its smooth, purple skin.  
 
    “Rarity must make them even sweeter,” Oliver reasoned.  
 
    Behind him, the quiet sound of bare feet on wet stone. A rustling. Erik’s voice: “Sweet things are, I’ve found, generally rare, as a rule.” 
 
    Then the king stepped into view. Naked. Glorious. Every one of Oliver’s wet dreams made flesh. 
 
    “Magnus, what have I said about eating in the baths?” he asked, gaze fixed on his guard, tone faintly amused.  
 
    “Oh, but the hall’s too busy,” Magnus protested. “Here. Have some, there’s plenty.” 
 
    “Raiding the cellars again, I see.” 
 
    Magnus grinned. “Only a little.” 
 
    The bunch of grapes fell out of Oliver’s suddenly-nerveless hand and hit the water with a quiet splash.  
 
    Erik turned toward him, single brow arched. “Wasteful,” he chided, clucking.  
 
    Oliver was going to faint and nearly drown in these gods-forsaken hot springs again, and it was all going to be the king’s fault, this time.  
 
    It was one thing to know that Erik was strong and well-built, quite another to see it without clothes in the way. His chest, and shoulders, and back were heavy with muscle, his arms thick, corded, and rippling when he moved to casually tuck a braid over his shoulder. The hair on his chest was a crisp black that narrowed along the ridges of his belly, and thickened at the base of his cock – impressive enough to have Oliver’s pulse leaping, even soft. He seemed carved from marble, from the veins in his forearms, to the thick muscles of his legs, and his backside. But unlike a statue, he was laced here and there with scars, some ugly and puckered, the legacies of wounds that could have killed him. One along his ribs, at least ten inches long and silver-pink between the grooves of bone and sinew, had Oliver’s heart lurching for another reason.  
 
    He was gorgeous, and Oliver wanted to climb him. 
 
    And he was a mortal man, and he’d been hurt before, and Oliver wanted to hold him, too.  
 
    With tremendous effort, Oliver said, “Good evening, your majesty.” 
 
    Erik smirked. “Good evening, Mr. Meacham.” 
 
    Oliver was going to die.  
 
    “Ah.” Birger joined them, grinning. “Just the Drake lord we were hoping to see.” 
 
    Erik’s smirk turned wry. He shook his head and waded down into the pool and across it to sit on the opposite side. Probably for the best.  
 
    Birger climbed in, and sat in the gap between Magnus and Oliver, turning to Oliver right away. “We’ve had page boys running about looking for you.” 
 
    Oliver, shaking off the last bit of his shock at seeing Erik naked and beautiful, frowned. “Why?” 
 
    “We need to invite you to tomorrow’s council meeting.” 
 
    “Before the feast, the full council will meet and discuss the business of the realm,” Erik explained. Sitting on a bench, the water hit him mid-chest. He pulled the beads loose from the ends of his braids, set them aside on the edge of the pool, and began unwinding the plaits with quick, deft fingers. “The lords should hear a firsthand account of the situation in Aquitainia with the Sels.” 
 
    Oliver stared at him a moment, struggling to comprehend in the midst of such large, callused, warrior’s hands unbraiding with such easy assurance. He said, “You can give them an account.” 
 
    “Not firsthand.” 
 
    Oliver glanced toward Birger, who nodded, and back again. “You want me…to sit in on your council meeting. To address your lords.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But I’m–” 
 
    “Don’t say bastard,” Erik advised, accepting the bottle Lars passed him. “That has nothing to do with anything.” Then he set the bottle on the edge of the pool and promptly slipped totally beneath the water.  
 
    Oliver turned to Birger, and didn’t try to disguise the desperation in his tone. “I can’t attend any sort of council meeting.” 
 
    “Sure you can.” 
 
    “No. Birger.” He tried to regulate his suddenly-quick breathing. “I just walked past them all on my way in.” He gestured back toward the crowded bathing pools, scattering water droplets. “To them, I’m just the Drakewell Bastard. I’m the King’s Pet!” The last he hissed.  
 
    Birger shrugged shoulders that were still strong and sturdy, despite the gray of his hair and beard. “Then you’ll have to prove them wrong, I suppose.” 
 
    “But – why? Why does it matter at all what they think of me?” 
 
    Birger’s gaze was unreadable – and Magnus and Lars, when he glanced at them in turn, looked almost…encouraging. Magnus grinned.  
 
    Erik resurfaced with a deep exhale, and the surface of the pool rippled in expanding rings as he pushed his now-wet hair off his face, wiped his eyes, and reached for the bottle. He poured a generous dollop of white cream into his palm, worked his hands together until he had a good lather, and then set to washing his hair. It left his arms bunching wonderfully, and his chest on full display, something as mundane as bathing causing his muscles to dance and play.  
 
    “Well?” he asked, fingers scrubbing along his scalp, blue gaze trained on Oliver.  
 
    “I…” Oliver’s hands knotted together beneath the water, wanting to reach out, to touch. “I’ll attend if you want me to. If you think it’s wise.” 
 
    Erik nodded, seeming satisfied, and worked the lather all the way to the very ends of his long hair.  
 
    Something hit the water with a sharp plunk in front of Oliver’s face; a cake of soap, he realized, as it landed in his lap.  
 
    “Don’t be stingy with that, now,” Magnus said, cheerfully. “Revna did say to get properly clean.” 
 
    Erik chuckled, the sound low and rumbling as it echoed off the stone, and then dipped under the water again. 
 
    Oliver rolled his eyes, blushing unhelpfully, and set to washing. The others did the same. 
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    Erik shared his countrymen’s unselfconscious disregard for nudity. Like Birger, Magnus, and Lars, he stood to soap himself all over, and, once he was sitting, lifted his feet up out of the water to soap between his toes. It was terribly cute.  
 
    But, unlike Birger, Magnus, and Lars, watching Erik do any of this left Oliver’s face overheated. He studiously avoided looking at the king as he washed himself – without standing up out of the water, because he wasn’t at all ready to flaunt his much-slimmer physique – nor risk giving away how interested he was in Erik’s.  
 
    “Gods,” Magnus finally groaned, head falling back against the lip of the pool. “Are we having a soak, or is the council meeting in fact happening right now?” 
 
    Birger, in the midst of listing off the gossip that had arrived with the palace’s visitors, cut of mid-sentence and sent Magnus an unimpressed look. “Bit cheeky for a guard, aren’t we?” 
 
    “I’m off duty,” Magnus said, chuckling, and flicked water droplets off his fingertips at the advisor. “You might try it sometime, Birger. Maybe your hair wouldn’t have gone gray so early if you’d learned to have a little fun now and then.” 
 
    Oliver gaped at him. In Drakewell, other guards would have already been hauling him out of the pool and clapping him in irons. 
 
    But here, Birger harrumphed. 
 
    A wet cloth splatted against the side of Magnus’s face, and as he came up spluttering – Lars laughing at him – Oliver saw that it was Erik who’d thrown it. He was grinning.  
 
    “You shit,” Erik said, laughing. “Get it out of your system now, before tomorrow morning.” He turned his head, noted Oliver’s no-doubt stunned look, and said, “These two idiots are on duty with me tomorrow.” 
 
    “All day,” Magnus said, sitting up and peeling the wet cloth from his face. He threw it back at Erik. 
 
    Who caught it without looking, and tossed it over his shoulder to land on the stone with a splat, gaze fastened on Oliver’s the whole time. “As you can see, I’m regretting the rota.” 
 
    “Magnus,” Birger said, “this is the sort of thing that makes Southerners call us barbarians.” 
 
    “Actually,” Oliver said, finally tearing his gaze from Erik’s, “I was just thinking that it’s – that it’s nice that things aren’t so formal here. That there’s not just duty, but…friendship, too.” 
 
    “Aye.” Magnus jerked a thumb in Erik’s direction. “We go way back with this one.” 
 
    “Magnus never could sit still during lessons,” Erik said, fondly. “Our tutor used to get the switch after him.” 
 
    “And I’ve got the scar to prove it. Look!” He stood to show them, and got booed and splashed by all of them. “He maimed me! He really did!” 
 
    Oliver laughed – laughed until his sides ached, and his throat burned, and he was – he was happy. In a way he’d never expected, and in a way he didn’t think he’d ever been. No one in this pool was more important than the man next to him. King, advisor, guardsmen, bastard – it felt instead like friends sitting around and harassing one another.  
 
    He’d never been a part of anything like that. 
 
    When he got his giggles under control, still gasping a little for breath, he skated a look over at Erik and wasn’t prepared for the quiet radiance of his regard, the weight of his pleasure.  
 
    Oh, Oliver wanted him so badly that it hurt.  
 
    With a deep breath, and then a groan, and a popping of well-used knees, Birger stood. “Well, then, if I can’t talk business, I suppose I’ll be off.” 
 
    “Don’t let Magnus run you off,” Erik said. 
 
    But Birger waved off the concern, smiling faintly. “No. I want a good night’s sleep before tomorrow. It’s going to be a long day.” 
 
    Erik sobered. “That it is. Sleep well.” 
 
    Birger wished them all a good night, wrapped up in a thick robe, and shuffled around the corner and out of sight.  
 
    Lars nudged Magnus in the ribs. “We should be thinking about bed, too. We’ll have to be up before dawn to tail this one.” He nodded toward Erik. 
 
    “Your insolence is astounding this evening,” Erik deadpanned. 
 
    Magnus groaned, but stood, and the two brothers waded to the steps and climbed up and out of the pool, streaming water.  
 
    Belatedly, Oliver realized what was about to happen.  
 
    “Wait!”  
 
    Magnus glanced over his shoulder, frowning, as he reached for his robe. 
 
    “You don’t have to leave. It’s early yet.” 
 
    Magnus regarded him a moment, and Oliver thought he might frown – but then his countenance was easy again, and he shrugged on his robe saying, “Dawn comes early enough. We’ll see you tomorrow, Oliver. At the council if not before.” 
 
    “Right.” He swallowed. “Goodnight.” He watched them pack up the basket and retreat around the corner, until they were out of sight. And then he stared at the wet tracks they’d left on the stone, because he was alone now with Erik, and if he looked at him, with no witnesses around, all would be lost.  
 
    Quiet reigned for a spell, broken only by the gentle lap of water, and the distant plinks and drips from deeper in the caverns. He heard the murmur of voices back toward the entrance, too far to make out any distinct words.  
 
    Erik said, “Should I be jealous?” 
 
    Pulse thrumming, belly squirming with excitement, knowing he was doomed, but thrilled about it, Oliver turned his head.  
 
    Erik sat with his elbows braced behind him on edge of the pool, large hands dangling into the water. His hair lay in wet ribbons down his chest, framing his face; droplets clung to his brows and in his short beard. The torchlight lent his wet skin a high sheen, so that each dip and curve of muscle stood out in stark relief, as if painted. His gaze was piercing, unforgiving.  
 
    Oliver wet his lips, and watched Erik’s eyes follow the dart of his tongue. A shiver went down his back. “Jealous how?” 
 
    Erik’s head tipped in that maddening way that left him looking out from beneath his brows. “Do you wish it was Magnus here alone with you?” 
 
    Oliver would have laughed, if he could have gathered the breath to do so. “If you truly suspect that, I’m not sure you’re competent to serve as king.” 
 
    Erik’s responding smile was quick, and sharp – predatory – and gone as swiftly as it had appeared, leaving him open-mouthed, and pink-cheeked, and…hungry. He sat forward, shoulders rolling, arms slipping down into the water; coiled and ready to pounce.  
 
    Oliver wanted it so much, but was in such disbelief that it was actually happening, that he lifted a dripping hand and choked out, “Wait.” 
 
    Erik waited, settling down lower in the water. His voice was the low, rumbling purr of a hunting cat when he said, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “What’s – what’s wrong?” The laughter came, then, high, and breathless, and unhappy. Almost maniacal. “What’s…in case you’ve forgotten, you are a king. You are the king of this nation, the one I’m petitioning for an army, and an alliance. And I’m – I’m a bastard. Around here, I am the bastard. And you are a warrior, and I am a bookworm, and we are…” 
 
    Erik straightened, and took one gliding step across the pool toward him. His voice was still low, but almost gentle when he said, “Are we going to list one another’s most obvious traits? Because that could take a while.” 
 
    Oliver swallowed past the lump that had formed in his throat. His insides felt full of trapped birds. He was panicking, panicking, and he didn’t know how to stop it, how to reach out, and be honest, without getting in his own way. “I don’t – I don’t–” 
 
    Erik took another step. 
 
    “I don’t get what I want. Not ever. And I’m fine with that, normally, but now…” 
 
    Another step. 
 
    He swallowed again, with difficulty. “I don’t get what I want,” he repeated. 
 
    Something in Erik’s gaze softened, heartbroken. “And what do you want right now?” 
 
    Madness, it was madness, it was… “You. I want you. More – more than I have ever wanted anything in my life.” 
 
    Erik said, “Don’t move,” and closed the final distance between them with a few charging strides, displaced water slapping and overflowing the edges of the pool.  
 
    Oliver choked on his own breath; tremors overtook him, a cold chill, despite the heat of the water. “We can’t – you can’t – it won’t–” 
 
    Erik cupped his face in both big, warm, wet hands, thumbs smoothing across his beardless cheeks, silencing him. Soothing him. His eyes were gemstones, and his breath was hot across Oliver’s lips. “You said so yourself,” he murmured. “I’m the king. And I can have what I want.” 
 
    Oliver clutched at his forearms, felt the solid steel of them, and the flicker of muscles in reaction to his touch – to his touch. This gorgeous, glorious king was reacting to him. “Oh,” he breathed.  
 
    Erik ducked his head, and Oliver’s lashes lowered, already anticipating a kiss. 
 
    But Erik pressed his lips to his temple, instead, and one hand shifted to card through his hair. “I want your hair through my fingers,” he whispered. His lips trailed down to Oliver’s ear. “I want it on my pillow. I want to wake up with my face buried in it.” 
 
    His hand slid down to cup the side of Oliver’s neck. And he kept whispering. “I want to see the marks of my teeth in your throat.” Callused fingertips strummed over his pulse, across his collarbone. “I want to drape you in gemstones and fine furs. I want you in my bed.” His hand opened against Oliver’s chest, over his galloping heart, and Oliver was helpless but to press into the touch, whimpering. He was melting against him.  
 
    Lower, throatier, while he crowded in closer: “I want to know what you taste like. I want to get on my knees for you.” The tip of his nose traced the edge of Oliver’s ear. “I want to be inside you. I want to keep you.” 
 
    “Oh.” Oliver moaned and swayed forward against him, his imagination vivid and wild, his blood deliciously overheated. “That – that, all of that – you can have it. You can have everything. Please–” 
 
    Then Erik kissed him.  
 
    It was shockingly gentle. A faint brush, a gentle press, a careful swipe of a tongue against the seam of Oliver’s lips. It was a question, rather than a demand. Can I? Will you let me? Oliver had all but swooned into his arms, had told him to take everything, and here was this big man with his big hands, reverently stroking his face, fingertips dancing across his chest in little frantic patterns that told the story of his want, and of his restraint.  
 
    Oliver reached up to wind both hands in his long, wet hair, and pulled back just far enough to hear the sharpness of his breath, and to say, “I may be little, but I won’t break, sweetheart.” 
 
    Oliver watched his pupils blow, until there was only a thin ring of bright blue around them. Erik shuddered all over, a full-body twitch like a horse shaking off flies. Then he gripped the hair at Oliver’s nape, tight, growled low in his throat, and kissed him like he meant it.  
 
    It was savage: wet, and messy, sharp at the edges with teeth, and exactly what Oliver had pictured kissing him would be like. There was nothing to do but submit, open to him, and gladly be invaded.  
 
    Erik’s tongue slid against his, and Erik pressed him back against the edge of the pool, the hand on his chest sliding boldly down his ribs, and around his hip to cup his ass. When he pulled Oliver’s hips forward, he went willingly, gasping a glad sound against Erik’s mouth when he felt his hardening cock against his stomach.  
 
    He was like a tide, sweeping Oliver along, and Oliver clutched at him, trying to hold on: broad shoulders, thick arms. He raked his fingers through the hair on Erik’s chest and earned a growl in response, one that vibrated through the kiss, and down Oliver’s throat.  
 
    It was–  
 
    “Erik.” 
 
    …being interrupted.  
 
    A throat cleared from somewhere above them, loudly.  
 
    Erik lifted his head, panting, chest heaving beneath Oliver’s hands. He closed his eyes a moment, and rested his forehead against Oliver’s, so that all Oliver could see was his face, blurry and too close. All he could feel was the tight grip of Erik’s hands: one in his hair, one on his backside. Oliver’s heart hammered, because they’d been caught, and oh, gods, but he didn’t pull away, he wouldn’t, not so long as Erik kept holding him. 
 
    He was the king, and he got what he wanted. If he wanted to keep holding Oliver, in front of witnesses, Oliver didn’t have the strength of will to protest that.  
 
    Without lifting his head, Erik snarled, “What?” 
 
    Bjorn’s voice answered. “There’s been another break-in.” 
 
    Erik was silent a long moment, still save for his rough breathing. Then he swore, softly, and lifted his head. “Of course there was,” he muttered.  
 
    Oliver blinked, eyes refocusing, and saw Erik lift a glance up at his general, expression sliding from fervent want to steady, businesslike hardness in a moment. His hands shifted to Oliver’s waist – but, still, he did not let go, not even in front of Bjorn. His grip tightened, a steadying squeeze that kept Oliver on his feet, and grounded, when every instinct told him to run and hide. They’d been caught! But Erik didn’t seem to care about that. If anything, he pulled him in closer, snugging him up against his chest. “Where?” he asked Bjorn.  
 
    “North gate. I’ll show you.” 
 
    Erik sighed. But said, “Fine. Give us a minute, and we’ll join you.” 
 
    We.  
 
    Oliver listened to Bjorn’s booted footfalls retreat – he’d been too caught up, his pulse pounding too hard to notice his approach, before.  
 
    His pulse was still pounding, but it was fueled by fear, now. 
 
    “Erik,” he whispered, throat threatening to close, fingertips digging into Erik’s chest.  
 
    “Shh.” Erik kissed his forehead, lingering there, and petted Oliver’s ribs with slow sweeps of his palms. “It’s all right.” 
 
    “But he–” 
 
    “Bjorn is my oldest and best friend.” Erik pulled back and caught his eye, his expression one at war: jaw set with determination, clenched in anticipation of some new problem. But eyes so gentle, and soft. Reassuring. He lifted a hand to cup Oliver’s jaw. “Don’t worry on his account.” 
 
    He waited, holding his gaze until Oliver finally let out a shaky breath and managed a nod.  
 
    “Come. Let’s go and see.” 
 
    They climbed out of the water and made use of the towels waiting on the bench. Erik had a dressing gown there, a crimson one resplendent with silver embroidery. He pulled it on, and, when Oliver fumbled with his own, turned to pull it snug across his front and secure the belt for him.  
 
    Oliver’s hands were shaking. “If we go out there – together – people will know. They’ll know what we were – doing.” 
 
    “Let them know.” Erik offered him a smile that was more ferocious than reassuring. “Come.” 
 
    There was nothing to do but follow.  
 
    Bjorn waited just beyond the corner, standing with arms folded, huge and imposing. Oliver imagined he looked disapproving, but he fell right into step with Erik and said, in a low voice, “We’ve caught the bugger this time.” 
 
    “You have? Good. Whose man is he?” 
 
    “He won’t say, but wait until you see how he’s dressed.” 
 
    The baths weren’t nearly as crowded as they’d been, but a few bathers lingered, lounging and chatting quietly. All of them spotted the king, heads turning to follow his progress, which meant all of them spotted Oliver, too. There was no mistaking the narrow glances he received, nor the way friends leaned together to whisper to one another. 
 
    Erik and Bjorn marched on, heedless, and Oliver hastened to keep up, face flaming.  
 
    The dressing room wasn’t empty – but Bjorn turned to the two gray-haired men sitting and gabbing on a bench and barked, “Get out.” He was completely transformed from the jovial figure who’d met Oliver and Tessa on the pier that first day. 
 
    The men scrambled to comply, and Bjorn took up a post in the doorway, arms still folded, shoulder braced against the wall.  
 
    Erik went for his clothes, and Oliver did the same, tugging them on with nervous, trembling fingers.  
 
    “He was caught in the act, then?” Erik asked, and Oliver’s heart stopped. 
 
    The thief, he reminded himself, with a mental shake, and laced up his tunic.  
 
    Bjorn said, “Aye. He’d picked the lock, and the tools still in his hands when my boys found him. He’s refused to tell us anything.” 
 
    “Where is he now?” 
 
    “The cells.” 
 
    Oliver tugged on his second boot, and made to slip away. 
 
    “Oliver.” Erik’s voice brought him up short. And Erik’s expression, when he turned toward him, was etched with faint confusion. “It’s this way.” 
 
    It wasn’t a command. He didn’t say you’ll come with us. Oliver knew that he could beg off and flee to his chamber if he wanted to. 
 
    But Erik had kissed him, had said all those things to him – wanted to keep him – and he was including him in this now, in official, potentially dangerous royal business.  
 
    Oliver took a breath and said, “All right.” 
 
    Bjorn led the way out of the bathing chamber, back down the tunnel, and turned down a darker hallway. The cressets burned lower, here, were spaced farther apart, so that the shadows crowded in closer. An uninviting passage, and Oliver supposed that was the point of it.  
 
    Erik walked alongside him, still emanating warmth from the bath, hair still wet on his shoulders.  
 
    Oliver hadn’t lived thirty years without learning how to stow all his various anxieties away when the time called for it. He stuffed down all his lingering shakiness and uncertainty and focused on the moment at hand. He was still him, and Erik was still his kingly host – his friend, even – and he could act like a man grown about this. 
 
    “Bjorn said ‘another break-in,’ didn’t he?” 
 
    “Aye.” Erik sounded grim. The hard note in his voice elicited a pleasant shiver that Oliver covered with a cough. “We had one just before you arrived. I’ve had all my people questioned, and all claim they know nothing about it. Nothing’s been stolen, no one is missing, but someone’s stealing his way onto the palace grounds.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    Erik sent him a questioning look as they walked. 
 
    “It’s only – subterfuge is a Southern game. I imagine Northmen are more about hooks, and ladders, and outright sieges.”  
 
    Erik smirked. “For the most part.” 
 
    The hall ended in a series of heavy iron doors that a waiting, stern-faced guard unlocked with keys, a different one for each door. When they were through the last one, a guard handed Bjorn a burning torch, and, holding another, led them down a long hall studded with barred doors. The only light came from behind them, at the main doors, and from the sputtering torches, their uneven glow dancing and spitting across the stone. 
 
    Depravation. Of light, of comfort, of company.  
 
    Oliver chafed at his arms against a sudden chill.  
 
    Erik’s hand landed, briefly, at the small of his back. A warm, grounding touch, supportive and comforting.  
 
    Then they arrived at the correct door and the guard picked a key off the ring he carried. He paused, before he unlocked it, and glanced between Bjorn and Erik. “He’s…well, you can see for yourself, your majesty.” 
 
    The door opened soundlessly on well-oiled hinges, and Bjorn stepped through, ducking beneath the low lintel. The guard stayed in the hall.  
 
    Oliver took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and when Erik glanced back over his shoulder, checking on him, he nodded, and followed him into the cell.  
 
    It had been carved out of the rock of the cave: stone walls, floor, and ceiling, though there was a stool, and a cot, and a pail, and fresh straw had been laid.  
 
    The torchlight flickered across a man sitting on the floor, with his back to the wall. His head was shaved save for one fat, pale braid that ran down the center of his head and trailed over one shoulder. Starkly pale eyes peered out of a face that was streaked all over with blue and black pigment of some sort, a thick paste that made it hard to pick out any of his features, an unnerving mask of paint. He was dressed all in furs, and bits of old, cracked leather. A necklace of various bones and teeth hung around his neck, some the long fangs of bears or wolves, others alarmingly human in shape.  
 
    “Look, Erik,” Bjorn said, voice thick with disgust. “It’s a little bear cub.” 
 
    The man shifted forward with a rattle, and Oliver realized he was chained to the wall, thick iron manacles around his wrists.  
 
    “Beserkir,” Erik said, and then spit on the floor at the man’s feet. “What did your master send you to steal?” 
 
    The man stared mutinously up at Erik, and kept silent. Everything about him bristled with a challenge, and Oliver’s belly clenched – unpleasantly, this time. All the heat of the baths had left him.  
 
    Erik took the torch from Bjorn, and crouched down so he was on eye level with the prisoner. Slowly, he reached out with the flaming end of the torch, closer and closer to the man’s face, until Oliver caught a whiff of singed fur. The light chased the shadows from the prisoner’s painted face, so they could see the shape of his nose – broken at least twice before – and thin lips, the narrow jaw and slanted cheekbones. He was young – as young as Leif, or maybe even Rune, his beard still thin and patchy.  
 
    “You’re too young to have been there,” Erik said, and his voice had taken on an edge that Oliver hadn’t yet heard. “But you’ll have heard of it – they’ll have told you. You know what happened to your clan brothers when they set upon a man of Aeretoll on the road.” 
 
    The man – boy – kept his composure admirably, but his eyes widened a fraction, and his throat jumped as he swallowed.  
 
    “Your people killed my brother-in-law. My sister’s husband. And then I lined them all up, bound hand and foot, and I took their heads. One” – he lifted the torch in an arc over the boy’s head – “by” – swept it in close, flames licking at the end of his nose – “one.” 
 
    The prisoner shrank back, baring his teeth, whining in his throat like a cowed dog.  
 
    Erik pulled the torch back a fraction. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “You can tell him now,” Bjorn said, “or I can break every one of your fingers first.” 
 
    The boy’s nostrils flared as he breathed harshly a moment, the tension in him building – and then the words came tumbling out all at once, furious, harsh with an accent much stronger than that of anyone here in Aeres. “I’m here because you’re a traitor!” he hissed. “The mighty Erik Frodeson, King of Aeretoll – a traitor to the whole of the North! To your own ancestors!”  
 
    “Traitor?” Oliver blurted. He glanced at Bjorn and Erik, but both looked baffled. “A traitor how?” 
 
    He half-expected to be reprimanded for interfering, but he wasn’t. And the boy’s wild gaze rolled toward him and he sneered.  
 
    “Southerner,” he said like the worst sort of curse. To Erik: “You scheme with the South – you promise them our lands, our birthright, in exchange for silk, and honey, and pretty places to put your cocks.” The last was said with a hateful glance toward Oliver. 
 
    Erik stabbed the torch at his face, and the boy’s smirk disappeared as he flattened himself back against the wall. “Did your leader send you here to spy on us? Or are you just an enterprising little fucker?” 
 
    He refused to answer.  
 
    Erik stood, expression closed-off, and left the cell.  
 
    Oliver looked to Bjorn, who nodded and waved him out as well.  
 
    In the hallway, the guard locked the cell, and took the torch. 
 
    “Don’t feed him ‘til morning,” Erik instructed. “I’ll send someone down with a tray to question him.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” 
 
    Erik didn’t speak again until they were out of the dungeon and back into the main tunnel. His expression, bathed in the light of the cressets, was tense and set. “We can’t talk here,” he cautioned.  
 
    Which was how Oliver found himself occupying an armchair in Erik’s study, while Erik paced back and forth in front of the fire, fiddling with the rings on his long fingers, and Birger and Bjorn stood with hands braced on the backs of their respective chairs. Oliver had a cup of wine in one hand, and a distinct feeling that he didn’t belong in this conversation, but he wasn’t going to get up and leave until someone made him. 
 
    He also wasn’t going to make more eye contact with Bjorn than he had to, given what the man had seen less than an hour ago.  
 
    “The Beserkirs have no way of knowing about our dealings with Drakewell,” Birger said, troubled. “Not unless someone here is passing information along to them.” 
 
    “My point exactly,” Erik muttered, and kept pacing.  
 
    “It’s no business of theirs regardless,” Bjorn said. His jaw was clenched so tight it left his beard bristling. He had the distinct look of a man who would enjoy bashing heads at the moment.  
 
    “The Beserkirs,” Birger said, addressing Oliver, “have long held the territory north of the Wolf Mountains.” 
 
    “They’ve been spreading,” Bjorn grumbled. “Crawling down south, like a disease.” 
 
    “They are the wildest and most martial of the Northern clans,” Birger continued. “They worship no god but war, and when they go raiding, they’re just as likely to kill the women as rape them. They plunder riches only so that they may take trophies; they can’t be reasoned with, or conduct any sort of real business.” 
 
    “Then why would they care what Aeretoll does?” Oliver asked.  
 
    “They think we’ve gone too soft, here on the coast. That we have forsaken our heritage as Northmen,” Erik said.  
 
    The Wall Between Worlds, Oliver remembered.  
 
    Birger said, “The enmity between Beserkir and Úlfheðnar runs old and deep.” 
 
    “And the royal family is descended of Úlfheðnar lords.” 
 
    “Aye, just so. The bear-shirts have long anticipated a day when Aeretoll would march on them in force, and claim their lands, and press them into servitude – the same way they treat their own enemies. If they think we’ve become even cozier with the South, they could well be thinking a united army is headed their way – and they can’t ever face us head-on in proper battle.” 
 
    “It’s nothing but raids and assassinations for them,” Bjorn said, disgusted.   
 
    Assassinations like that of Revna’s husband.  
 
    Erik paused, and gripped the mantelpiece, rings winking as his hands flexed. He glared into the flames and said, “Someone’s told them about our Drakewell visitors. It’s the only possible explanation.” 
 
    “And we shall find out who,” Birger said.  
 
    “In the meantime, I’m going to question the little shit personally,” Bjorn said, cracking his knuckles.  
 
    “It can wait until morning,” Birger told his brother. “Let the lad stew awhile, and he’ll be more talkative with an empty belly.” 
 
    Bjorn sighed, but nodded, reluctantly. “I’ve doubled the guard, and we’re running patrols outside the walls, every hour.” 
 
    Erik nodded.  
 
    “We should get some sleep,” Birger said. “Tomorrow’s to be a long, grand day and we’ll all want to be fresh for it. We’ll be awakened if there’s an emergency.” 
 
    Oliver contemplated his solitary chamber, with firelight shadows dancing up the walls and frost on the window panes. Near enough to the royal apartments that a shout would bring a guard running, should anything threaten him.  
 
    And, judging by the sneer the young Beserkir had shot him in the cell – pretty places to put your cocks – he did feel threatened.  
 
    Earlier, down in the baths, he knew that, if not for Bjorn’s interruption, things would have progressed farther. And where would that have led? To Erik’s bed? Or, perhaps, more accurately, to going their separate, though satisfied ways after a hot springs tryst? 
 
    Either way, there could be no question of sleeping alone, now, not with doubled guards and the potential for a midnight alarm.  
 
    He cleared his throat and said, “Are we safe? In the palace, I mean,” he explained, as all eyes turned toward him. “If there is a traitor in your midst – if there are others waiting to pick locks and slip into doors…”  
 
    Bjorn puffed out his chest and said, “My men have it handled.” 
 
    But Erik’s expression softened, fractionally, and his head tilted to its earnest angle. “I promise that you are quite safe within these walls, Mr. Meacham. No harm will come to you, or to Tessa.” 
 
    Oliver held his gaze, skin alive with the fresh memory of his touch; he would have known his hands by feel alone, in the dark, at this point. “And what about you? Will you be safe?” 
 
    His lips curved, faintly. “If a man makes the mistake of coming at me with a knife, it will be his last mistake.” 
 
    Oliver wanted to believe him.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Bjorn personally escorted Oliver back to his room, with promises of stationing extra guards in the corridor. Erik offered him a smile, before he turned away and slipped out, hating that he could not do more to ease the worry in his gaze.  
 
    An ache started up in his chest, and he cursed their prisoner to every level of hell, because he’d had him, finally. Had him soft, and sweet, and eager in his arms, under his mouth, and if not for Beserkir machinations, Erik would be even now–  
 
    Birger cleared his throat. Unobtrusively, but it cut off Erik’s line of thought, and brought him back to the present – revealed to him that he gripped the mantel so hard that his rings were gouging the wood. He released it, shook out his hand, and turned to his old friend and advisor.  
 
    “Something you’d like to say?” 
 
    Birger looked chagrined. “No. I was encouraging you, after all. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    Erik sighed.  
 
    Birger took the chair Oliver had been using, and nodded to the one across, until Erik finally sat, hands forced flat on his thighs to keep from fidgeting.  
 
    Birger said, “When the first break-in happened, I had my suspicions. It was no surprise, in all honesty, to find a Beserkir creeping into our halls.” 
 
    “Nor to me.”  
 
    “But I thought it would be the old petty grievances. A bit of mischief, even, them wanting to botch our yuletide plans.” His expression grew more troubled. “But they know about Drakewell.” 
 
    “He said ‘South.’ Generically.” 
 
    Birger sent him a sharp glance that said you know better.  
 
    “What would you have me do? Have the clans approve every one of our alliances?” 
 
    “No. But. Erik. I was in the solar today with Rune. And I saw the beads and gems set aside for tomorrow. For the Drakes.” 
 
    Erik’s throat went dry, and his stomach tightened unpleasantly. “What of them?” 
 
    “Tomorrow night, everyone in that great hall will know that Tessa and Oliver are being formally courted by members of the Aeretollean royal family.” 
 
    Erik fought not to grind his teeth.  
 
    “Strategic political marriages are commonplace enough. Many will see the wisdom in a Drakewell bride for Leif.  
 
    “But Oliver…” 
 
    “Speak plainly,” Erik ground out.  
 
    Birger offered him a small, sad sort of smile. “Know that I have nothing but affection and respect for the lad when I point out that he is an illegitimate bachelor, and that there can be no political gain to braiding lover’s beads into his hair. Your lords will see that, tomorrow. Your lords will know that it is your affection that has granted him a place at your table.” 
 
    Erik sent him a dark look. 
 
    “You’ve never honored anyone like that, Erik, not ever. Doing so could shatter the illusion that you have a heart of winter. There are those who will see it as a weak point – a vulnerability. If they want to hurt you, they can do so by hurting him.” 
 
    “Could that not be said of my sister? Of my nephews?” 
 
    Birger’s smile deepened, and softened, and Erik hated the sympathy he saw there. “This is different, and you know it.” 
 
    Because Oliver was an outsider, was a Southerner. Because while he was expected to love his own blood, rumors would begin to fly when the lords and ladies of Aeretoll saw the beads in Oliver’s hair and began to wonder if their king’s reasoning had been compromised by an agent of the South. Birger was right: he couldn’t blame this on the begetting of an heir, or on a political alliance, not when Tessa was already set to wed Leif. A public declaration of the sort he was about to make could only be read as an act of pure sentiment.  
 
    “I’m thinking of you, yes, but of Oliver, too,” Birger said. “This could be dangerous for him as well.” 
 
    Erik thought of the vicious glance the prisoner had darted at Oliver, earlier, the contempt and hostility. “Or, one could argue that, the connection already having been made, I would be protecting him. Killing a foreign guest is an offense, yes. Killing a royal consort is an act of war.” 
 
    Birger’s eyes flew wide. 
 
    “They wouldn’t dare it.” 
 
    “Erik…” 
 
    “I do not need a lecture, Birger. I think after forty-three years on this earth I can make up my own mind about such things.” 
 
    Birger sighed – and then smiled again. “I should think so.” He chuckled, eyes sparking with fondness, and Erik felt some of his tension ease.  
 
    Then Birger sobered. “I only wanted you to think it through from every angle. Once a choice is made, it sometimes has to be defended.” 
 
    Erik nodded. “I’m well aware of that.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    20 
 
      
 
    Oliver slept poorly. When he did manage to doze off, his dreams alternated between slippery, heated fantasies that picked up right where real life had left off in the baths, and nightmares about being awakened by fur-clad, painted-faced Beserkirs dragging him out of bed at knifepoint.  
 
    He finally gave up just before dawn, wrapped himself in his dressing gown and a fur from the bedclothes and sat in the window ledge, watching the sunrise bloom like a bruise over the mountaintops. His thoughts chased one another round and round, and he was half-asleep sitting up by the time the room had filled with pale, early light, and a knock sounded at the door.  
 
    A kitchen boy bearing a tray stood just outside. “Breakfast, my lord,” he said, handing it over. “So you can be ready for the council meeting in an hour.” 
 
    That woke him up with an unpleasant lurch. “Right. Yes, thank you.” 
 
    He managed to nibble a little of the bread and bacon, and sip his tea, and spent longer than usual on his morning ablutions. He shaved himself with great care, until his cheeks were smooth and gleaming: no sense pretending to be less Southern than he was, he reasoned; he would only look unkempt with scruff on his face, anyway, rather than virile and intimidating. He dressed in his tucked and taken-in hand-me-downs, the house colors unmistakeable, and pulled on his new boots as well: supple, fur-lined leather with a cuff of fur at the top, just below his knees.  
 
    An inspection in the mirror proved he looked like a boy playing dress-up at a masquerade back home, pretending to be a Northman. But there was nothing for it. He squared his shoulders, took a few deep breaths, and went to find the council chamber.  
 
    The gallery had been layered with even more pine boughs overnight, laced with velvet ribbons, hung with gleaming metallic balls, and bunches of cranberries and dried oranges and cinnamon sticks that perfumed the air. Leif stood at the rail, idly fingering pine needles and watching the crush and clamor of breakfast taking place below in the hall. Like Oliver, he was dressed richly, but in a practical sense, with no ornamentation save the usual beads in his hair, and the stag ring on his hand that mimicked his uncle’s. The true finery would come later that day, when it was time for the feast.  
 
    He turned at the sound of Oliver’s approach, and smiled in greeting. “I was just coming to get you.” 
 
    “Yes, for some reason, the thing your council is missing is a court jester,” Oliver said, wryly, gesturing to his outfit.  
 
    Leif smirked – looking very much like a young, golden Erik in the process – and said, “No, we’ve got Lord Askr for that.” 
 
    “Ah. I met him last night.” 
 
    “A giant red blowhard, isn’t he?” 
 
    Oliver snorted as he fell into step beside the prince. “I’m afraid he’s rather falling into my formerly-held prejudices about Northmen.” 
 
    “I think he enjoys being a stereotype,” Leif agreed. “He holds a vast tract of good mining land, so everyone tends to put up with him. And in the right setting, his stories are entertaining.” 
 
    “Is his voice a strong one on the council?” 
 
    “Yes. Regrettably. But Uncle Erik has the final say in everything, don’t worry.” He grinned in answer to Oliver’s sideways glance. “Perks of being the king.” 
 
    “I should say so.” 
 
    They bypassed the grand staircase and proceeded instead to one of the smaller, circular turret staircases that lay in the corners of the palace. Narrow windows let in morning light, the reflection off the snow outside bright enough to leave them squinting. With every step, Oliver’s anxiety mounted.  
 
    “Leif.” He halted, finally, and Leif turned back to look up at him in question. “I don’t want to attend this meeting if I’m going to be an imposition.” When Leif frowned, he said, “If it’s…going to look…bad. Untoward, somehow.” 
 
    Understanding dawned. His brows lifted. “No, it’s…” He seemed to come to a decision, nodding to himself, expression firming. “It’ll be fine. They all just have to get used to it, that’s all.” 
 
    “…used to it?” 
 
    “Trust in Uncle. He knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    “He…” But Leif was turning and starting down again, and Oliver closed his mouth and followed.  
 
    The council chamber was at the front of the palace, in a wide, high-ceilinged room loaded with windows that let in plenty of natural light and offered a view of the snow-covered bailey and front gate. A long table, polished from years of palms and elbows, ran down the center of the room, and, hanging from the walls to either side, banners. All the noble houses of the kingdom, Oliver figured, interspersed with hanging swords, and suits of armor, and the royal banner of a reindeer stag, repeated again and again.  
 
    Most of the chairs were already full, and the lords turned to regard them as Oliver entered alongside Leif. Some eyebrows shot up; some beards were stroked contemplatively.  
 
    “Come sit by me,” Leif said, quietly, and led him down to the head of the table. Leif took the seat to the right of what was obviously meant to be Erik’s chair, and Oliver settled on his right, after, hands clenching tight together in his lap.  
 
    “Good morning,” Leif greeted the table. His smile was sunny and welcoming. “I trust everyone slept well? Had a good breakfast?” 
 
    Lord Askr, seated across and several chairs down, coughed a laugh. “Now, lad, you can’t come in here trailing a little red fox cub and go asking about breakfast like nothing’s out of place.” 
 
    Uncle William had once cautioned Oliver that his flares of temper, and his resultant smart mouth, would get him in irredeemable trouble some day. 
 
    But Uncle William was dead. So. 
 
    “If you remember, we met last night, Lord Askr,” he said, primly. “Though you were wearing far fewer clothes.” 
 
    Silence reigned a moment. 
 
    Then a snort – then a laugh, and then the whole table was laughing, Askr smiling in a grudging way, his gaze still sharp. 
 
    Leif chuckled and elbowed Oliver, a small, ordinary bit of affection that Oliver found quite touching.  
 
    “The thing you forget about foxes,” Erik drawled, sweeping down the side of the table, his voice smug, Birger in tow. His gaze, when it flickered to Oliver on his way, sparkled. “They’re more likely to bite than a wolf.”  
 
    The lords all stood, chairs scraping back. 
 
    “Sit,” Erik said, doing so himself, in the ornate, carved chair at the head of the table.  
 
    The room rang with the noise of everyone complying, and in that space, Erik glanced first toward Leif, with a nod, and then to Oliver, with the faintest hint of a smile. 
 
    Oliver smiled back, a little, and the last of his nerves settled.  
 
    “All right,” Erik said, as the room quieted, projecting his voice so it could be heard all down the length of the table. “Shall we begin?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I say we stop pussy-footing around about it,” Askr said, a half-hour later. “It’s time we launched a full assault on the mountains and wiped them out for good. It’s nothing but killing and stealing from the fuckers, and no good can come from them being left alone this long.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m going to say it,” Lord Ingvar said, “but I agree with Askr on this.” 
 
    Erik sat leaned back in his chair, contemplative, toying absently with the bead at the end of the braid that lay against his chest.  
 
    “If we go by the specifics of the Old Treaty,” Lord Heski put in, “then they’ve been the first to violate it. They’re only growing bolder in their raids along the borderlands.” 
 
    “You’ve said it before yourself, Uncle,” Leif said. “That an enemy left unchecked is akin to all but handing them the weapon yourself and allowing them to take a swing.” 
 
    “I have said so,” Erik conceded, tone heavy with thought. “But I don’t want to allow my bias against the Beserkirs to sway my decision, not when lives and alliances are at stake.” 
 
    “Lives!” Askr said. “The only lives they have are the ones they take – like your own brother-in-law’s, for gods’ sakes!” 
 
    Erik sent him a flat look, while Leif huffed an angry breath. “I’m well aware of the lives they’ve taken, Askr,” Erik said, coldly.  
 
    “With all due respect, my lords,” Birger spoke up, “it isn’t as simple as doing away with them. No matter how little we like it, the Beserkirs are one of the Waste Clans, and there are other names on that treaty besides our own.” 
 
    “The Úlfheðnar won’t take much convincing,” Lord Heski said. “They’ve no love for the savages.” 
 
    “But wiping out an entire clan is no small thing,” Erik said. “It could very well be seen as an act of war and expansion, and our peace with the other clans is, at best, tenuous. It’s bad enough there’s war boiling to our south; we don’t need another full-scale war in the Waste.” 
 
    Grumbled assent. 
 
    “We need to bring it to the others at the festival,” Birger said. “A full clan council, like in the old days.” 
 
    Nods and agreements.  
 
    But then Askr pinned a narrow look on Oliver. “Speaking of war to our south.” 
 
    Oliver hadn’t spoken in some time, save to offer a hello after his introduction. He gave himself a mental shake, now, and sat up straighter in his chair.  
 
    “Are you marching on Aquitainia, Erik?” Askr continued. “Joining their war effort?” 
 
    Curious murmurs rippled up and down the table. 
 
    Erik gathered himself visibly, his tone becoming officious. “By now, most, if not all of you will have met Tessa. She’s been helping Revna with her hospitality efforts, and she’s Leif’s betrothed.” 
 
    “Soon to be betrothed,” Leif added, in an undertone.  
 
    Erik tipped his head to the point. Then continued: “Duke William of Drakewell, and both his heirs fell on the front lines in their efforts to force the Sels out of the Crownlands.” He glanced toward Oliver – wanting him to confirm it, Oliver realized with a start, and, when he kept silent, wanting Oliver to pick up the narrative and carry it forward.  
 
     A heavy responsibility, beneath the weight of so many noble, Northern eyes.  
 
    He took a breath and said, “With all three of the Drake men dead, the duchy of Drakewell will now automatically come under the power of the husband of whichever daughter marries first. Doubtless, by this point, the lower nobles will be squabbling amongst themselves for the honor, all of them only counts and barons, and without any great strength of arms. My cousin Tessa is the younger of the two girls, but, being more agreeable in nature was thought to be the best candidate for a marriage alliance by my aunt, the Lady Katherine. That is why Tessa and I are here – so that she may marry Leif and make him the new Duke of Drakewell.”  
 
    Elderly Lord Lothar cleared his throat and said, “So he can defend it with Northmen, you mean.” 
 
    “It stands to reason that a duke would defend his land, does it not?” 
 
    “And get embroiled with an endless, unwinnable war with the Sels,” Askr said with a snort. “That’s not much of a bargain if you ask me.” 
 
    “My lord,” Oliver said, “with Aeretoll’s help, the last Great War was won. I remember it from my boyhood – an alliance forged in a campaign tent, between King Erik and my Uncle William. If the Sels attacked Aquitainia again, the agreement was that Aeretoll would stand alongside us. By offering Tessa’s hand, and the duchy itself, I’d like to think I’ve only enhanced an existing union.” 
 
    He’d potentially overstepped, and he knew it – agreements could be broken, and rarely lasted for all time. But a darted glance toward Erik proved that he was listening, watching his lords, and he didn’t breathe a word of contradiction.  
 
    Lord Ingvar said, “I thought the Sels had halted their march inland?” 
 
    “A stalemate only, my lord, and one stretched to the breaking point. The Sels occupy all of the Crownlands, and they’ve cut off the shipping lanes on the western coast. Trade was interrupted at the peak of the harvest. If they’re to survive the winter, they’ll need more provisions than those that lie in the storerooms of Aquitaine. They’ll march on Drakewell.” 
 
    “And then it will be Drakewell’s problem,” Askr said with a dismissive wave. “What do I care if the South falls?” 
 
    “Because,” Erik finally spoke up, voice low and dangerous, “then the Sels will be right at our borders. They’ll take over all our trade with the South – necessary trade, unless you’ve forgotten. You drink enough Neden wine for the whole bloody country.” 
 
    Askr puffed up, his face reddening near to match his beard.  
 
    “What happens,” Erik pressed, “when they take all of Aquitainia? Do you think they’ll stop there? Since when has anything but violence and superior strength of arms halted the Sels? 
 
    “Drakewell is a valuable duchy. Possession of it will give us a massive trade advantage, and avenues for expansion in the South – eventually,” he added, with a quick, quelling glance toward Oliver. “I would not marshal and army to march on Aquitainia for my own ambition, but this is an offer made in earnest. I made a promise to Duke William many years ago, and, my lords permitting, I want to keep it. I’m not suggesting full out war with the Sels, but I will defend Drakewell from them, if Leif is installed as duke.” 
 
    “I will defend it myself,” Leif said, head lifted to a proud angle. “I will establish a force of my own in the South. It will be my duchy to protect, and I will not drag the lords of Aeretoll into a foreign war.” 
 
    Considering glances passed amongst the council. Men leaned in to whisper to one another, some nodding, some shaking their heads.  
 
    Lord Lothar fixed Erik with a look that was still sharp, despite his white hair and clawed hands. “I suppose we can’t prevent you from marrying them, can we?” he asked, tone wry. 
 
    A fleeting smile touched Erik’s mouth. “Not in as much, no.” 
 
    Lothar nodded. “It’s been too many generations since the great half-blood lords of the North had a toehold in Aquitainia. I say go for it, with my blessing.” 
 
    The others all slowly agreed, one by one. A few even looked excited. 
 
    Askr folded his arms and looked sullen. “Do what you will, your majesty.” 
 
    “Thank you, Askr,” Erik said, dryly, “I was planning to.” 
 
    With a scattering of chuckles, the tension in the room eased.  
 
    Oliver made the mistake of relaxing too soon, because a moment later, Askr’s shrewd gaze snapped to him and fixed there. The line of his smirk was more than unsettling. “And what of you, Lord Bastard? You can’t inherit. Will you go home and be the wise owl perched on Duke Leif’s shoulder?” He said the title mockingly. “Or will you be gracing us with your dainty Southern presence on a more permanent basis?” 
 
    Laugher sounded down the table, but there was nothing amused about Askr’s smirk – he was calculating, even threatening.   
 
    “Mr. Meacham is free to do as he wishes,” Erik said, lightly. But his expression, gone hard and cold as carved stone, warned Askr to drop the matter. 
 
    It gave Oliver the courage to shrug and say, “That’s the advantage of being a bastard: I can go where the wind takes me, and there’s nothing to tie me down.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The council meeting ambled its way along for some hours more. Lunch arrived, along with trays of cold ham rolls and salads studded with cranberries and soft cheese, and they all ate at their places, sipping the strong, hot tea the kitchen boys poured for them. The lords all agreed, finally, that the marriage was a positive thing for Aeretoll, that Leif would make a fine duke and carry forward Northern culture admirably in the South. They also agreed that serious talks must be had at the Midwinter Festival, and a decision made there, with the consent of the clans, about what to do with the Beserkirs.  
 
    Then talk turned to reindeer and sheep herds, and petty land disputes, and Oliver’s eyes began to glaze over.  
 
    Finally, when the shadows lay long across the table, and the bracing effect of the tea had begun to wear off, Erik slapped a palm down on the table and said, “That’s it, then.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Leif muttered quietly, and Oliver felt his mouth hitch up into a tired grin.  
 
    He shook his head, and passed a hand down his face; its muscles felt still from lack of use – along with the rest of him.  
 
    Lords stood, complaining of sore backs and knees. Chairs scraped back across the stones, and talk turned to the feast that awaited.  
 
    Oliver stepped around behind his chair, knuckling the tightness from his lower back – and nearly ran into Erik. Standing this close, he had to tip his head back to meet the man’s gaze, which he found to be…nervous? But that couldn’t be right. 
 
    “Mr. Meacham,” Erik said, very formal, and Oliver guessed that was for the listening ears around them. “Once you are dressed for the feast, I would ask that you come to the royal solar so that you may accompany the family down to supper.” 
 
    “Oh. Um.” He wanted to shrink beneath the stares being thrown his way. But said, “Yes, all right. I’ll do that.” 
 
    Erik nodded, and turned to leave, Birger at his side, the two of them falling into conversation. 
 
    Oliver stood a moment, wondering what had just happened, feeling the morning’s nerves begin to creep back. 
 
    Leif clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry,” he said, a grin in his voice. “It’s a good thing.” 
 
    “I suppose I’ll have to trust you on that.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Oliver turned this way and that in front of the mirror in his chamber, examining his feast outfit. It had been laid out neatly on his bed when he returned from the council meeting, and he’d stood a long moment – too long – running his hands down the feathery-soft velvet of the outer tunic, debating the wisdom of locking himself here in this room and missing the feast altogether.  
 
    But Erik was waiting for him, so he dressed.  
 
    The trousers were fawn, and fitted, a thick, comfortable wool set off well by the dark fur and leather of his new boots. Up top, he wore a cream shirt of very fine linen, laced loosely, in the Northern fashion, and over it a tunic of deep blue velvet that glowed in the candlelight as he rotated, the fabric gleaming like a bird’s wing in the sun. The cuffs and collar were all chased with silver stitching, and set with seed pearls and tiny diamonds that winked with every movement. Over this, his long, sleeveless overtunic was an even darker blue, almost black, crusted all over with beads and crystals that swirled in runic patterns he did not understand. The heavy fur mantle was a gift of one of the wolf pelts that Leif had acquired; it was clasped with a heavy length of silver cord, and cunningly fashioned so that the hood was in fact the cured wolf head, teeth and upper jaw still attached, bits of jet fashioned in the eye sockets. Oliver pulled it up over his head, laughed at how ridiculous he looked – this was a hood for a grizzled, veteran warrior, not a soft-faced Southerner – and decided to wear the hood down, and out of sight.  
 
    It was a richly-appointed outfit that belonged on a Northern noble. He should have looked laughable, by all rights – but Oliver could see the care that had gone into tailoring it so that it suited his more slender frame. It highlighted the narrowness of his waist, rather than trying to bulk him out and disguise it, and all the colors complemented his complexion. He looked like a person of importance… 
 
    And for tonight, he decided that he would allow himself that fantasy. 
 
    He gave his mantle a final twitch, and went down the hall to the royal solar.  
 
    Magnus and Lars stood just outside the door, uniforms spotless, helmets polished and gleaming.  
 
    Magnus let out a whistle, and grinned. “Well, don’t you look fancy.” 
 
    Oliver made a face at him. “My presence was requested before supper, apparently.” 
 
    “Right you are.” Magnus opened the door for him, and winked as he passed. “Go easy on him,” he whispered, as Oliver passed. “He’s nervous, too.” 
 
    What? But there was no time to ask. Oliver was in the main chamber, Magnus was shutting the door, and there stood Erik.  
 
    He was at the hearth, backlit by the fire, and Oliver ground to a halt, staring.  
 
    Comparatively, Oliver’s clothes were downright plain. Erik’s crimson tunic and blue overcoat gleamed with beads, and gems; diamonds big as walnuts ringed the clasps of his coat. Silver and sapphire studs gleamed on his shoulders, beneath stark black wolf fur. His boots and trousers were black, too, tight-laced leather cuffed with black fur. His cloak was nothing but fur, floor-length, gleaming, clasped with a wolf-and-stag shaped brooch set with diamonds, sapphires, and rubies.  
 
    The same gems winked from the intricate braids set along the sides of his head, the tight plaits keeping the hair off his face so that it could spill in black and silver waves down his back. His face looked sharp, and hard-edged, beautifully so, and his eyes, when he glanced toward Oliver, gleamed brighter than any of the precious stones he wore. 
 
    He was resplendent.  
 
    So much so that Oliver didn’t at first notice Revna. She bustled about the room, stopping to pick something up off a table. “Hello, Oliver,” she said, bright but hurried. “I’m off to make sure Tessa’s sorted.” She turned to her brother, and said, “Here.” 
 
    He blinked, drew his gaze from Oliver, and then offered his hand. Revna placed something shiny in it, then whisked off, her own crimson and blue and fur ensemble flaring around her as she moved. “You boys don’t be late,” she called over her shoulder, and then was out the door.  
 
    Oliver remembered to take a breath. “You look…” 
 
    “Ridiculous, I know.” Erik shrugged beneath the weight of his cloak, and swept a disparaging look across his own finery. 
 
    “That wasn’t the word I was going to use.” 
 
    Erik smirked. “Wait until you see the crown.” His expression shifted, then. Became almost pleading. In a much lower, and less steady voice, he said, “Come here, Oliver,” and offered his hand.  
 
    Oliver took an unsteady breath, and crossed the room. It was both the easiest and hardest thing he’d ever done, reaching to take the hand held out to him. Easy because it was Erik, and his own palm knew those calluses, and that warm skin, and because he wanted this, and so much more. Hard because, in this moment, the hand he took belonged to a king, and Oliver was about to go down to a feast at his side.  
 
    Erik’s fingers closed tightly around his own, and he used the grip to tow him in close, so they stood face-to-face. Close enough to smell the oils in Erik’s hair. Close enough to watch his eyes dilate, and to hear his breath catch, faintly, in his throat. 
 
    He’s nervous too, Magnus had said.  
 
    Erik opened his other hand, revealing silver and sapphire beads. It was expected – Revna had picked them out in front of him – but the sight of them in Erik’s hand ignited a sweet ache in Oliver’s chest.  
 
    Erik wet his lips, nerves plain on his face, and said, very formally, “You may refuse, of course, but it would please me greatly if you would wear these. If you would allow me to braid them into your hair.” 
 
    Fever-weak, acutely aware of the broad thumb sweeping little circles across the back of his hand, Oliver said, “Is my hair long enough for that?” 
 
    Erik studied him critically – heatedly. “Yes, I think so.” 
 
    Oliver nodded. “Then – yes. You may. I would like that.” 
 
    Erik’s grin in response was blinding. He released Oliver’s hand so that he could cup his face, thumb sweeping softly across his cheek, now. Oliver leaned into the touch before he could catch himself – and then realized that he didn’t need to. That it was okay. They were here alone, and Erik wanted to touch him as badly as he wanted to be touched. That he could, perhaps, touch in return. 
 
    He reached out, fingers trembling, and traced an intricate line of stitching down the front of Erik’s tunic; even through layers of cloth, he could feel the hardness of the muscles that lay beneath.  
 
    “Revna did well choosing for you,” Erik murmured, voice a low rumble. He thumbed at the corner of Oliver’s mouth. “You look…” 
 
    “Like I’m playing dress up?” 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    Oliver groaned and chuckled at once. “You shouldn’t flatter me, I’ll take it to heart.” 
 
    “Do so. Come. Sit here.”  
 
    There was a chair by the fire, and, in front of it, a low stool. Oliver sat, his back to the king, shivering a little in glad anticipation.  
 
    Erik started by combing his hair back with his fingers, learning the texture, following the spring of the curls. “Hm. Oil, I think. A little.” 
 
    “I’ll leave all the particulars up to you,” Oliver said. “I don’t know a thing about braiding.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’re in capable hands,” Erik said, with a soft chuckle. 
 
    “I never doubted it.” 
 
    The fingers retreated, and when they returned, Oliver felt the tickle of the oil against his scalp, and smelled the strong, pinewood aroma that he’d come to associate with Erik. A bit more combing, and then a not-unpleasant tightness against his scalp as a braid was begun just above his ear.  
 
    Oliver found that having his hair played with left him relaxed and faintly aroused. His eyelids fell to half-mast, and all the tension bled out of his muscles. He basked in the heat of the fire, and Erik’s sure touch. If asked, he would have said he didn’t like being fussed over, but that was because he never had been. The crackle of the fire, and Erik’s occasional, considering hum smoothed across him as a balm he hadn’t known he needed.  
 
    It seemed to go on for a long time, but not nearly long enough. Erik’s fingers settled at his throat, faintly slick with oil, warm and welcome as he traced over Oliver’s steady pulse, an easy sort of affection. “That should do it,” he said, sounding satisfied. “Do you want to see?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    A mirror hung on the wall opposite, above a table loaded with bottles and decanters. Oliver walked to it, keenly aware of Erik’s solid, warm presence at his back. It was Erik he looked at first, when he came face-to-face with his reflection: tall and strong, in his glittering gems and black fur, his large hand settled in a proprietary way on Oliver’s shoulder. He allowed himself the wild thought that they looked good together; that his own slim fairness offset Erik’s warrior grace.  
 
    Then Erik reached to touch one of the braids he’d woven into Oliver’s hair, and he looked there.  
 
    There were five: three behind one ear, two behind the other, each set with silver and sapphire beads with ornate runic carvings on their oblong surfaces. They were short, dancing wildly as he turned his head, the flash of the metal and gems eye-catching.  
 
    “Oh,” he said. It was all he could say.  
 
    Erik reached with his free hand to grip one lightly between thumb and forefinger, stroking along the bead, and the tiny runes inscribed there. His smile was one of satisfaction. The way he fingered his handiwork left Oliver’s cheeks warm. 
 
    “What do they mean?” 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “You told me before that the braids in your hair – the beads in them – have unique meanings. What do these mean?” 
 
    Oliver watched in the mirror as Erik’s head ducked down beside his own; watched Erik’s hair spill over his own shoulder, and leaned into the hot rush of breath in his ear when Erik whispered, “I think you already know.” 
 
    Gods. “You could – ah – you could just tell me, though. To confirm.” 
 
    Erik chuckled – and bit his ear. Just a light setting of his teeth at the top of it, the sight of which in the mirror left Oliver stifling a gasp. “True. But I don’t think I will. Not yet.” 
 
    When he drew back, he caught Oliver’s jaw with one hand, the metal of his rings smooth and warm, and turned his head so they faced one another. They stood very close. His gaze tracked over Oliver’s face, searching. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” Oliver said, without hesitation, and he meant it in more ways than one.  
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    The great hall had been accumulating decorations for days now, but tonight, it was a chamber transformed.  
 
    Garlands lined the rails of the upper galleries, and spanned the mantelpieces of the huge, roaring fireplaces; hung in swags from the ends of the trestles, wound round the ceiling support columns, and, overhead, fanned out from the chandeliers in great loops, fixed cunningly on the ceiling somewhere, all of it decorated with silver ornaments, and bundles of cinnamon, and dried fruits, and cloves, so that the hall was redolent with the smell of hot cider. The cressets burned along the walls, and candles blazed in ever candelabra, the heat of them immediately stifling. A space had been made at the very center of the hall for a massive fir tree fixed on a stand. Crates of silver ornaments waited beside it. Two smaller trees, already dressed with silver snowflakes and icicles, stood behind the high table, set up on the dais usually occupied by the throne. The table itself was draped in crimson stitched with silver embroidery, and wax dripped down the fat silver candlesticks to puddle on the cloth.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Tessa whispered, arm tightening in Oliver’s.  
 
    “It is,” he agreed, but he couldn’t focus on the splendor of it, because they stood now at the base of the grand staircase, and eyes were sweeping toward them. 
 
    Talk and laughter slowly died away; more and more heads turned.  
 
    Oliver breathed shallowly through his mouth.  
 
    Bjorn raised his voice so that it boomed through the hall. “His Majesty King Erik Frodeson! His sister, Lady Revna Frodesdottr! The Princes Leif and Rune Torstanson! The Lady Tessa Drake of Drakewell, and Mr. Oliver Meacham, of Drakewell!” 
 
    Erik strode across the floor, headed for the high table. Behind him, Leif escorted his mother, and then Rune followed; Oliver, his pulse pattering rapidly in his ears like raindrops, escorted Tessa forward in their wake, Magnus and Lars bringing up the rear.  
 
    He tried not to listen, really he did, but snatches of conversation bled through the general curious murmur.  
 
    “…to marry the prince…” 
 
    “…unusual color hair…” 
 
    “…bastard?” 
 
    “…beads…” 
 
    Then, more pointed, a woman’s voice: “Look at his beads.” 
 
    “…braided up like someone’s beloved!” 
 
    “Is he courting her ladyship?” 
 
    “…surely not a foreigner…” 
 
    “…house colors…” 
 
    “Look there, on his sleeve – Frodeson.” 
 
    “…king’s bedding a Southern bastard…” 
 
    Tessa’s hand tightened on Oliver’s arm. “Ollie.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he whispered, though his throat was dry, and nervous sweat prickled between his shoulder blades. “Just gossip, right?” 
 
    He stared over Leif’s shoulder at the back of Erik’s head, his hair feathered amongst the black fur of his cloak. What in gods’ names did you braid into my hair? he wanted to know.  
 
    The thing was: he did know. Not specifically, maybe, but he knew the ornaments in his hair marked him, in some way, as bearing the king’s special interest and affection. It was only that it had seemed thrilling upstairs, away from prying eyes, and now seemed like he wore tiny archery targets behind his ears.  
 
    It seemed to take forever to reach the high table, but, finally, Oliver was pulling out a chair for Tessa, and sitting down in his own. It was worse, somehow, because though he could no longer hear what was being said, he could see all the eyes fixed on him; could watch people lean together to whisper to one another, staring at him all the while.  
 
    Leif sat down on his other side. “Ignore them,” he said, quietly. “It’s only talk. Don’t let it get to you.” 
 
    Oliver swallowed with difficulty before he could answer. “Easier said than done.” A darted glance proved the prince was looking down on the feast goers with a mildly pleasant expression, one practiced and befitting a prince. “What exactly are these bobs in my hair saying to them?” 
 
    Leif flicked a sideways grin. “They’re lover’s beads,” he whispered. 
 
    “Oh. Well. That’s a relief. For a minute there I thought everyone assumed I was fucking the king,” he whispered back.  
 
    Leif snorted, and covered his widening grin with his knuckles. “The night’s still young. Unless…” He lifted a brow. “You don’t want to be fucking the king?” 
 
    “You,” Oliver said, “are a brat. Aeretoll is doomed.” 
 
    Leif chuckled.  
 
    Erik was two seats away, his sister between him and Tessa, but Oliver didn’t dare glance toward him, now, afraid it would lead to even more speculation from the crowd below.  
 
    He scanned their faces, not lingering on any one for too long, not making eye contact. He had the impression of fine, gleaming furs, rich velvets and wools, intricate embroidery, and braids, so many braids in so many styles, studded with beads and gems, though none looked so grand as Erik. 
 
    He was biased, though.  
 
    Out amongst the feast goers, a small hand shot up, and started waving madly. It was little Bo, his wild red hair tamed by two short braids, freckles bright on a flushed face. He grinned, wide and gap-toothed, and waved some more, so hard that the woman beside him – it must have been his mother – took hold of his tunic and tried to pull him back down. 
 
    There was at least one person who didn’t care about Oliver’s hair or his relationship with the king. 
 
    He smiled, and waved back. Whatever happened tonight, he did have friends here in Aeretoll, most of whom sat with him at this table. And in that respect, gossip or no, he had more than he’d ever thought possible.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Feast was not a figurative term, in this instance. Wine and ale was poured into pewter cups, and the serving men and women brought out the courses. First was a hearty soup full of sausage, leeks, and greens, warm and heavily seasoned. After was fish, pan-fried and served with wedges of lemon. Next came individual roasted quails stuffed with root vegetables and herbs, their skins dark and crispy with butter. Then savory potato pies. Oliver could manage only a few bites of each, and knew Tessa did the same – for his own part, out of nerves.  
 
    Great slabs of pink, bloody beef tenderloin were being served when the grand doors at the far end of the hall groaned open, admitting a gust of cold wind that bent the candle flames double, and a swirl of snow. 
 
    A collective gasp went up amongst the diners. Guards moved forward along the edges of the room, heading for the small knot of newcomers who stalked in shaking off clumps of snow, cheeks pink from the cold.  
 
    Leif’s cup landed on the table with a solid thump. Before Oliver could ask who had arrived, Leif said, “Ragnar,” in a tone that was both eager and cautious.  
 
    “Who?” Oliver asked. 
 
    “The leader of the Úlfheðnar. Our cousin.” 
 
    There were seven of them, all men, grouped three and three so they flanked their leader, walking into the hall like a spearpoint. 
 
    Guards heaved the massive doors closed again; the candles guttered, and then settled. The light swelled again, and Ragnar swept around the big fir tree and into full view.  
 
    It was the eyes Oliver noticed first: the same clear, shocking blue as Erik’s. Even without being told, he could have noted the familiar resemblance: the stern brow, the blade-straight nose, the regal bearing. 
 
    But where Erik’s mouth had been a flat line of contempt on Oliver’s first day here, Ragnar’s was curved into a boyish, overeager smirk. He was golden-haired, like Leif, his hair secured in a dozen small braids along his temples and the crown of his head, left loose in the back, so it looked like a windswept lion’s mane. Rather than beads and jewels, there were bones strung through it, and around his neck: a thick, intricate choker of old, dirty ivory that gleamed faintly in the candlelight. He wore wolf fur of a dozen different colors over worn, serviceable leathers. A wide belt set with more bones, and heavy, fur-wrapped boots to his knees. He carried a sword on his hip, and a bow and quiver on his back; a horn hung from his belt, and his hands, as he spread his arms upon approach, bore fingerless leather gloves backed with bone spikes like ivory knuckle-dusters.  
 
    “Cousin!” he greeted, heavily-accented voice booming through the hall, undercut with suppressed laughter. “You’ve saved the best course for me, I see.” 
 
    One of his men paused as they approached the table, leaned over a young lord’s shoulder, and snatched the meat up off his plate to the sound of a spluttered protest. He ate it with his hands, heedless of the blood and juice that ran down his wrist.  
 
    A lord’s daughter with flaxen hair turned around on her bench and gaped in fascination, until one of the other Úlfheðnar reached to chuck her under the chin with a wink. The girl’s father grabbed her wrist and dragged her out of reach, scowling.  
 
    Upon first arrival, Oliver had thought all these Aeretolleans to be barbarians – he could see now how very wrong he’d been, with wolf-shirts prowling toward the dais like wild things who’d forced their way indoors.  
 
    They came to a halt at the foot of the stairs, and came no further. Made no move to bow or offer any sign of deference.  
 
    Ragnar propped his hands on his hips and tipped his head back to look up at his cousin, smirking. “You look good, Erik. Though there’s more silver in your hair since I saw you last.” 
 
    Slowly, with a dignity that made him seem taller and more imposing than ever, Erik pushed back his chair and stood. Walked down the length of the high table – Oliver felt the brush of his cloak against the back of his neck as he passed – and around it; down the shallow steps until he stood on even footing with his cousin. Oliver took a personal satisfaction in the knowledge that Erik was a little bit taller.  
 
    Erik said, “Ragnar,” and dipped his head in greeting. “I should have known you’d show up if I put out the bloody raw meat. I hope you’ve developed a taste for wine, because I don’t keep that rotgut you swill save for scouring the cooking pots.” 
 
    Silence a moment, save the creak of benches and the snap of candle wicks burning down. Then Ragnar’s face creased with mirth and he burst out laughing. Bent double with it, clutching at his stomach. 
 
    Erik grinned, but Oliver could see that it didn’t reach his eyes. 
 
    Ragnar straightened and pulled his cousin into a crushing hug, slapping at his back. When he pushed back, he gripped Erik’s elbows – Erik’s hands white where he gripped him in return – and said, “You fucking high and mighty twat. Where’s the ale? Have one of your good little doggies fetch me a plate.” 
 
    Oliver glanced toward Revna, and saw her frowning.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    A plate of baked, sugared apples landed before Revna, still steaming from the oven, smelling heavily of cinnamon. She didn’t reach for her spoon, her gaze fixed instead on their newest arrival.  
 
    To her right, Birger said, “I’d hoped he wouldn’t come.” 
 
    “When have you ever known Ragnar to cooperate with the hopes of others?” 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    Ragnar and his men had commandeered one end of a trestle, displacing the diners sitting there by their presence alone. Cups, plates, and embroidered hemlines had been picked up and swept off, and a pair of nervous kitchen maids had set down platters heaped with meat, gravy, and fat slices of potato pie. The ale mugs had been refilled several times, now, and the men were laughing uproariously over something, bits of food caught in their beards, utensils forgone in favor of dirty fingers that were then licked clean of grease. 
 
    As she watched, Ragnar glanced up, caught her gaze, and saluted her with his mug. 
 
    Revna didn’t smile in return.  
 
    A glance farther down the table proved that Erik was deep in quiet conversation with Bjorn, though if he was worried about Ragnar’s presence, he didn’t show it. Erik could play cool when he needed to, but he’d always been less worried about their cousin than Revna thought he should be.  
 
    The dessert plates were cleared.  
 
    “I suppose it’s time, then, my lady,” Birger said. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose it is.” 
 
    Revna dropped her napkin on the table and pushed her chair back. “Tessa.” 
 
    The girl turned to her. “Is it time?” 
 
    “Yes, lamb, come along.” 
 
    Tessa had said little, and eaten less. She nodded, now, visibly steeling herself as if she were going into battle. She looked lovely, as ever, her natural beauty brought out by the soft blue of her high-necked gown, set off by the wolfskin that was a gift from Leif. Her auburn hair had been braided into a tidy crown atop her head, struck through with silver pins set with sapphire butterflies. Revna had loaned her a ring, a fat sapphire on a narrow silver band, and it winked and danced when she gripped the edge of the table with trembling fingers and stood to join Revna.  
 
    Revna drew the girl’s arm through her own and patted it as they walked – careful not to trip on their own long skirts – down the length of the table and around to descend the dais. “Don’t worry,” Revna whispered to her. “You look beautiful, and you’ll do wonderfully. Everyone is curious, but no one here has any hostility toward you.” Except, perhaps, for the maidens who’d wanted to marry Leif, but Revna wasn’t going to mention them.  
 
    “I wish I wasn’t so nervous,” Tessa confessed. 
 
    “Nonsense, it’s only natural.” 
 
    “I want to make a good impression.” 
 
    “You already have. If someone has a problem with you, it’s their own fault, and nothing you’ve done. Here, now, let’s stand.” They’d arrived at the massive fir, and drawn quite a few anticipatory glances at this point.  
 
    Revna raised her voice, the battlefield projection trick that her brother did so well, and which she’d learned from him at a young age. “If I can have everyone’s attention for a moment? Thank you. 
 
    “Welcome. Welcome, everyone. We hope you have feasted, and feasted well, because now it’s time to ask for the gods’ favor!” 
 
    A cheer went up. Everyone stood, ready to come forward. But holding back, waiting for their lady to give the nod, letting her choose the first worshipper.  
 
    Revna patted Tessa’s arm, and then released it. “Go on, then.” 
 
    Tessa took a huge breath, and then stepped forward, head held high, even if her shoulders were stiff beneath her mantle. She was a graceful girl, and no less so now, as she bent to select an ornament from the crate and approached the tree, fingertips smoothing over the silver piece she’d chosen. Revna had expected her to pick one of the finely-wrought reindeer, with proud antlers, and prouder carriage, inscribed with runes wishing for peace and prosperity throughout the land; a prayer for a strong Aeretoll, and a happy, prosperous people.  
 
    But instead she’d chosen a wolf: its head ducked, its legs caught mid-stride, cunning and fearsome. Its prayer asked for bravery, and boldness; for the chance to chase after what one wanted most. A selfish prayer, some thought, chosen often by warriors wishing for glory in battle, or titles pinned to their breasts. But Revna didn’t think so; she thought it was a prayer for a strength of spirit; a prayer for the willfulness to do what was needed, what was wanted.  
 
    Tessa took a long moment selecting the perfect branch, then hung the ornament and stepped back, hands folded demurely before her, gazing up at the little silver wolf as the candlelight flickered against its etched surface.  
 
    It was wolves, after all, who’d set upon the girl on her first ride through the forest; driven her up a tree in the tooth-chattering cold, frightening her out of her mind.  
 
    And it was the wolf that Revna had always associated with her younger son. Leif was her beast of burden, her dutiful heir – but Rune was the wild thing, head thrown back to the sky, eyes alive with starlight.  
 
    Tessa would do her duty, same as Leif, but hearts went where they willed. 
 
    Revna turned to glance over her shoulder, wanting to see the way her two sons gazed at the girl, to see if she could read in their eyes what they would not say with words.  
 
    But her gaze was caught – and arrested – by another’s.  
 
    Revna could not recall her eldest brother, Herleif, save in the vaguest terms. An impression of a grin, of a hand gently cupping the top of her head in careful affection.  
 
    Arne she remembered better, but he’d been heir by that point, and too old to be her friend, too focused on the future, and on battle, and on living up to Father’s expectations.  
 
    It was Erik she’d tagged along after, wanting to get her hands dirty, and play boy games. For all that he’d probably resented her presence, he’d been patient with her, a leader even then, though he’d never expected to lead.  
 
    Of his two closest companions, Torstan had been the golden god with the glittering smile and the sly looks. Bjorn had been the stolid, steadfast right hand. Always agreeing with Erik, always ready to jump in front of him to take the first blow when a friendly sparring match turned to a skirmish. Father had always joked that when his mother named him for a bear, he’d been bound to become one. In a world of large, strong men, he’d been larger and stronger. He carried a sword that a Southern lord wouldn’t have been able to lift, much less wield. With his thick, dark hair, and his massive hands, his booming laughs, he’d grown into his name admirably.  
 
    But Revna thought it wasn’t always a fair assessment. For all that he was huge and fearsome in battle, he wasn’t brutish. Wasn’t cruel. He was, despite all outward appearances, quite soft-hearted.  
 
    She hadn’t begun to suspect that he might be in love with her until after she was married and expecting Leif.  
 
    And then, after Torstan died, when the boys were only young, she’d asked herself an ugly, terrible question: did I pick the wrong man? If she’d married Bjorn instead, she wouldn’t be a widow. The guilt and revulsion such a thought had inspired in her lingered still, though fainter.  
 
    And tonight, Bjorn was looking at her.  
 
    His hair had been tamed with a few slightly-crooked braids, capped with beads of duty, loyalty, friendship: gifts from Erik some years ago. He’d trimmed his beard up short, so the strong line of his neck showed, and his face, though never as fine-featured as Erik or Torstan, held a blunt appeal of its own: his straight brows, and his serious dark eyes, and the unexpected softness of his mouth. A nose that had been broken more than once, and a gaze full of intensity, as he watched her.  
 
    Revna felt a tolling shiver, deep inside; a response. She turned and put her back to him, clapped her hands, and called the others forward to decorate the tree with their prayers.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Aeretoll and Aquitainia worshipped the same gods, though some of the names were different, and a few of the attributed powers. Down South, it was more of a formality, a bit of rote gesturing at certain holidays, and pleas for mercy when men lay dying. Oliver had never been religious – he’d never seen how prayer might improve his situation – and so when Tessa pressed a small, silver fox into his hands and told him he ought to say a prayer before hanging it, he hesitated. 
 
    A fox, he noted, recalling Lord Askr’s words from earlier. Tessa hadn’t known about that, but the irony struck him all the same; left him feeling a bit manic, though maybe that was just the wine he’d drunk to keep his hands from shaking.  
 
    He smoothed his thumb across the runes etched in the animal’s side. “Pray for what?” 
 
    “For whatever you want,” Tessa said. “For luck. That was why” – a sly smile totally out of character touched her mouth, lit up her eyes – “I chose the fox for you. I thought you might be feeling lucky tonight.” 
 
    “Tessa Louise,” he chastised, face heating, and she giggled. “That’s highly inappropriate for a young lady such as yourself.” 
 
    Still giggling, she reached to touch one of the braids behind his ear, the beads clacking together. “These are lovely.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, dryly. “Aren’t they?” 
 
    She actually winked at him. 
 
    “Someone around here has been a terrible influence on you.” 
 
    She kissed his cheek. “Go and hang your prayer.” 
 
    He sighed, and rolled his eyes, but he did step up to the tree, as instructed. The lords, ladies, and children all milled around it, hanging their own ornaments, murmuring quiet prayers or chatting excitedly with one another. He managed to slip between a pair of ladies to find himself a bit of branch space, and there he hesitated, too aware of their gazes landing on either side of his face. On his beads, probably.  
 
    He had no idea what to pray for. Tessa wasn’t wrong in assuming that he did, at this point, want a little luck with a certain king. If the moment alone in the solar, Erik’s dexterous fingers braiding his hair – Erik’s breath warm in his ear, his teeth sharp and promising – was any indication, Oliver was more than welcome in the royal bed tonight.  
 
    But that felt like a wish to be made with crossed fingers – not something to be prayed for. Prayer shouldn’t get muddled up with sex, he thought.  
 
    “Ooh,” a voice said beside him, and he braced himself. “You’re the Southern boy. Mr. Meacham, right?” 
 
    He turned his head to find a woman with intricate, silver braided hair and a kind, weathered face studying him with open curiosity. “That’s me. Oliver Meacham, my lady.” 
 
    She grinned. “Lady Helga, of Silfr Hall. My lord husband presides over all the kingdom’s silver mines.” 
 
    “Ah,” he said, because he wasn’t sure what else to say.  
 
    She reached up, just as Tessa had, and touched one of his beads, set it to clacking against its fellows. “All the silver for the pretty hair bobbles comes from our mines,” she said, proud, and, he thought, with a knowing twinkle in her pale eyes. “These are a lovely bit of work, here.” 
 
    He felt a hand on the other side of his head, tugging less gently at the beads there. “A bold gift, if you ask me,” a less friendly female voice said. 
 
    He turned toward it and found a younger, flaxen-haired woman with a throat heaped with emeralds on silver strands, winking and sparking as each breath heaved her tremendous bosom. She was giving him a pointed look. “Revna’s sure not wasting any time, is she? Already putting lover’s knots in your hair. Bit young for her, aren’t you?” 
 
    Shit. “Oh, I’m not – Lady Revna and I aren’t–” 
 
    “Really, Alfhild, you can’t say that sort of thing,” the first woman – Helga – said. “It isn’t done.” 
 
    “I’m only curious,” Alfhild said, scowling in a way that was certainly not curious, but hostile. “I’d like to know if it’s to be a double wedding, Leif and his mother both.” 
 
    “Ladies, I assure you, I’m not romantically involved with Lady Revna. Not at all.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think he is,” a new, masculine voice said.  
 
    When Oliver glanced back toward Helga, he found Ragnar, lord of the Úlfheðnar, standing just behind her. He was grinning, gaze fixed on Oliver, and Oliver’s blood ran cold. That smile was a threat; he could feel it.  
 
    Lady Helga glanced over her shoulder, noted him, and gave ground immediately, fear plain on her face.  
 
    Ragnar stepped into the place she’d vacated, close enough for Oliver to smell the oily, unwashed ripeness of him. The furs he wore were not merely for show, but all that kept him warm in his world of ice, and snow, and few creature comforts.  
 
    He looked down at Oliver with a chuckle, and one large, unclean hand lifted to touch the beads, the same as the women had; only his fingers closed tight, and he pulled hard enough that Oliver bit back a wince at the prickling pain in his scalp.  
 
    “These are a gift from my cousin,” he said, “but not from Revna, I don’t think. No, you’re much more Erik’s type.” 
 
    For a moment, Oliver could only stare, caught like a rabbit in a snare. Logically speaking, he was the foreigner, and the bastard, and he should give sway to any lord – even a barbarian one who’d just blown in on a snowstorm.  
 
    But stubborn instinct left him bristling inside. If he didn’t bow up his back and prove that he wasn’t one to be cowed, he would never have an ounce of respect from this clannish, barbarian warrior. He probably wouldn’t anyway, as unimpressive as he was, but he’d be damned if he allowed himself to be manhandled and grinned at like this. 
 
    Slowly, deliberately, Oliver lifted his hand, and forcibly removed Ragnar’s fingers from his braid. It didn’t matter that Ragnar let him do it, that he could have drug Oliver across the floor by his hair if he wanted to: it was the principle of the matter. This was not a man, he thought, who listened to much beyond physical force.  
 
    “Excuse me,” Oliver said in his firmest voice. “But that’s too forward of you.” 
 
    Ragnar gaped at him a moment, comically shocked. Then his grin stretched wide, and he gasped a laugh, and another, delighted. “Look at that. The pup has fangs.” 
 
    Oliver felt a warm presence at his back, and feared, immediately, that it was Erik, that a spectacle was about to be made. But it was Bjorn’s voice, to his shock, that said, “Aye, Ragnar, didn’t your father ever teach you anything about dogs? It’s the little ones that bite.” 
 
    Ragnar continued to laugh, but when his gaze lifted up and over Oliver’s shoulder, a guardedness entered it. There was a healthy respect there; an internal acknowledgement that Bjorn was a man capable of putting him on his ass in front of everyone.  
 
    “Bjorn,” he greeted. “Still licking boots, I see. Why don’t you quit my cousin and come north? You could earn some notoriety for yourself, up there. Found your own tribe.” 
 
    Oliver couldn’t see Bjorn’s grin, but he could hear the nasty edge to it when he said, “Now where would the challenge be in that?” 
 
    Ragnar’s smile became a grimace. “You always did like a challenge, didn’t you? Especially the ones you couldn’t win.” His smile returned, twice as malicious, and his gaze cut pointedly to the side.  
 
    Toward Revna, who joined them with a thunderous expression, blue eyes flashing. “Boys,” she said, even tone belying the glare she shot at Ragnar. “You’re blocking the tree for our guests.” 
 
    “I’m a guest,” Ragnar said, still grinning wickedly. 
 
    Revna’s cold look ought to have turned him to stone. “No. You’re family. Family doesn’t get special dispensation.” 
 
    He held up both empty hands with a low “ooh,” but moved off, chuckling under his breath. 
 
    Revna traded a look with Bjorn, her jaw firming, and then looked to Oliver. “A word of caution, lamb. You play too many word games with that one, and he’ll start swinging.” 
 
    “Yes.” Oliver suppressed a shiver. “I can see that.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The tree gleamed and sparkled as the flickering candlelight caught on the hundreds of silver ornaments the feast guests had strung from the branches. The hall was warm – from the fires, and the number of bodies packed close, and the candle flames, and the free-flowing wine – but it wasn’t the cause of the warmth that had settled in Tessa’s cheeks. She was being watched.  
 
    In the crush of decorating the tree, Revna had introduced her to a number of the highborn ladies – those that hadn’t pushed boldly forward and introduced themselves. All had been smiling, all had exclaimed over her dress and her hair, and wished her well. There had been a few dark looks, a few upturned noses, but nothing like back at home, in Drakewell. To be honest, she preferred the outright snubs to the false smiles and compliments of high society in the South. If someone didn’t like her, she wanted to know about it, rather than try to parse each bit of flattery.  
 
    It was the daughters she worried about. The young ladies her own age, most of whom had come together in a loose knot on the other side of the room, whispering to one another and shooting assessing glances her way, some curious, most narrow and evaluating, a few outright hostile.  
 
    One, a statuesque blonde with hair braided into thick ropes, and a belt of silver circles around her waist, broke away from the group, pasted a beatific smile onto her face, and approached Leif where he stood near Birger. She touched his arm, and said something that made him smile down at her. Tessa couldn’t miss the sly, mocking glance the girl slid her way before she refocused her attention on Leif, head tossed back in laughter at something he’d said.  
 
    “That’s Estrid,” Rune said, appearing at Tessa’s elbow. A glance proved that his lip was curled in distaste.  
 
    “She’s very pretty,” Tessa said. 
 
    Across the room, the blonde slid her hand higher up Leif’s arm, until she cupped his elbow familiarly.  
 
    Rune snorted. “She’s a witch.” 
 
    She whirled to face him, startled by the vehemence of his tone – and then of his face, when she saw his furrowed brow, and his frowning mouth. Always so jovial, his smile so quick and easy, he looked nearly as stern as his uncle, now.  
 
    He glanced down, saw her curious expression, and said, “My mother, having no daughters of her own, lets the young, noble ladies of other houses come to court sometimes. Usually in groups. They shadow her, learn from her, and get to attend all the official functions.  
 
    “Estrid started coming around when she and Leif were ten – they’re the same age. She glommed onto him right away – ten years old and already thinking about marriage. It wasn’t because she liked Leif, but because she wanted to be queen someday.” 
 
    “Can you really know that? Maybe she did – does care for him.” 
 
    Rune tilted his head and cocked a single brow. Come on. “She doesn’t. She’s completely mercenary, and she hated me, because I was always tagging along with Leif. She made a game of trying to get me to go away: she’d say the cruelest things she could think of to send me running.” He made a face.  
 
    Tessa glanced back toward Estrid – standing even closer to Leif and looking at Tessa over her shoulder, her smile close-lipped and triumphant. She had to admit that she recognized that look, had seen it on many a girl’s face at the Drakewell court.  
 
    It was all too easy to envision a young Rune, already determined and proud, but still a child who played with toys, and who was willing to climb into his mother’s lap, and who worshipped his big brother. Only five. The thought of being cruel to a child that age, even if she’d been young herself, fanned her unease about Estrid into full-fledged dislike.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Rune said. “Leif is polite to her, because he’s polite to everyone, but he doesn’t care for her.” 
 
    When she glanced toward him again, she caught the flicker of a fleeting, wistful smile.  
 
    But then a true smile split his face; she felt a little swooping sensation in the pit of her stomach in response. “Ooh, look, it’s about to start.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “The fighting.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    While the guests milled about the center of the room, the serving boys began to break down some of the trestles. A few whoops and glad shouts went up from the men.  
 
    “What’s happening?” Oliver asked, and then did a double-take when he realized it was no longer Bjorn standing at his side.  
 
    Erik sipped from a pewter mug, and nodded toward the activity: men were moving toward one another, talking and gesticulating, looking eager. Negotiating, it looked like. “It’s time for the fighting.” 
 
    For a moment, admiring his profile, and the intricacy of his braids, sapphires winking down the length of them, the word didn’t register. But then Oliver said, “I’m sorry. Fighting?” 
 
    “Only friendly sparring matches. Contests of strength, more like. Blunted or wooden swords, even, and after they embrace and share a drink together.” He slanted a coy look down at Oliver. “I suppose there’s dancing and jugglers at Drakewell parties.” 
 
    “Naturally. You great barbarian.” 
 
    Erik grinned and passed him the cup. It was wine – strong wine. A darker, drier red than what he’d had at dinner; Oliver took one sip and felt the heat of it all down his throat.  
 
    “You could make yourself a fool on that,” he said, passing it back. 
 
    Erik hummed. “Come sit down again. The combatants will want my blessing.” 
 
    “And mine as well, I should think,” Oliver joked, rolling his eyes. 
 
    But Erik said, “One day they will, most likely.” 
 
    They climbed the dais again, and resumed their seats – only, not quite. The boys and Bjorn had stayed below on the floor, at the edges of the crowd. Leif had a wooden practice sword lifted over his head, stretching out his toro in preparation for a match. Revna was already seated at the high table, in the seat that had been Oliver’s.  
 
    “Sit by Erik,” she said, breezily, lifting her wine cup and not meeting his eyes.  
 
    Oliver made a face, but complied. He supposed if people were already talking – if even Ragnar had noticed his beads – there was no sense pretending he was just any old guest.  
 
    Oliver was struck with the absurd thought, as he sat, that his father would be staring at him slack-jawed and gaping if he were here now. His worthless, sickly bastard son seated in pride of place beside a king – one who’d woven lover’s beads into his hair. He chuckled, before he could catch himself, and Erik sent him an inquiring look.  
 
    “Life is funny, that’s all,” he said.  
 
    Erik studied him a moment, and then smiled. “Yes. I suppose so.” 
 
    The large expanse of flagstone floor between the high table and the decorated fir stood empty, now. Two men stepped from the lines of spectators, wooden practice swords in their hands, and approached the dais. Bowed low, fists pressed to their chests.  
 
    “Your majesty,” they said in unison, and then straightened. They looked like brothers, with light brown hair, and green eyes, and similar builds: strong and a bit thick in the middle.  
 
    Erik acknowledged them with a deep, respectful nod, and the combatants broke apart and squared off from one another. Bjorn, acting as referee, gave the signal, and they engaged.  
 
    Erik leaned in close. “Absalon and Adils. Twins,” he explained in an undertone, below the crack of the wooden blades coming together. “They fight best with axes, so this is mostly a chance to practice under Bjorn’s gaze and improve their skill with swords.” 
 
    “Shore up your grip, lad,” Bjorn said. Adils shuffled his hands and was better braced for his brother’s next swing. “Good. Now, watch your feet.” 
 
    The match progressed as more of a lesson. It ended in a draw, with both brothers noticeably lighter on their feet by the end of it. They grinned as they wiped sweat-damp brows, and the audience clapped and cheered politely. The twins approached Bjorn to offer their thanks, clasping his brawny forearm in turns, then offered quick bows to Erik before melting back into the crowd.  
 
    “That wasn’t so bad,” Oliver said, much more relaxed than he had been to start.  
 
    “Just wait,” Erik said. 
 
    “Who’s next?” Bjorn called.  
 
    “I am,” a crisp voice rang out. A tall, clean-shaven, slender young man with white-blond hair gathered along the crown of his head in two narrow braids strode forward, unclasping his fur-topped cloak as he went so it fell to the floor dramatically, and he stepped away from it in layers of fitted gray wool and well-oiled brown leather. His only ornamentation was an engraved silver belt buckle, one that cinched his belt tight around a narrow waist. He walked with shoulders back, and head lifted at an arrogant angle, his steps dancer-light on the flags. He carried a sheathed short sword on his hip, and drew it, the sharpened steel rasping against the leather.  
 
    Rather than approach the dais, he called out, “Your majesty, I’ve challenged Ulf Gorsun, if he hasn’t scurried off yet in fear.” 
 
    A few chuckles from the audience.  
 
    A hulking young man with intricate designs shaved into the dark hair along his temples stepped forward, glowering. “You wish, princess.” 
 
    More chuckles. 
 
    The blond boy grinned, brandishing his sword. “Well, I am more adept at handling a blade than you. I’ll take it as a compliment.” 
 
    “Very well, Lord Náli,” Erik said, with a wave. “But you know the rules: put that away.” 
 
    With a theatrical sigh, the boy sheathed his sword, and accepted the blunted practice blade that Bjorn offered him. He gave it a few experimental swings, twirled the handle across his palm, frowning. No doubt it wasn’t nearly as fine as his own blade.  
 
    “Náli inherited Naus Keep from his father only six months ago. The new Corpse Lord of the Fault Lands,” Erik informed him. He sighed. “He’s going to be trouble, sooner rather than later.”  
 
    The other boy accepted a sword, but gripped it tight in one hand, rather than testing its heft and balance. Hulking though he was, Oliver could see his clumsiness straight off.  
 
    Lord Náli, on the other hand, slid into a ready stance, sword held at a showy angle, already grinning smugly to himself.  
 
    “Ready?” Bjorn asked, waiting for their nods. “Begin!” 
 
    Náli lit into the other boy with an explosive burst of swings. Ulf managed to get his own sword up and block him, but gave ground on every connection, backpedaling until the spectators were forced to fall back as well. The chime of steel-on-steel was over-loud in the hall, high though the ceilings were. Oliver fought not to flinch against its sharp ringing. 
 
    “Come on, Ulf,” Náli taunted. “Have you learned nothing since we were children?” 
 
    Ulf – already grimacing – bared his teeth in a strained snarl, absorbed the next blow with his blade, and then lunged forward. His swing was artless, and too-wide, but forceful enough that Náli shuffled back in a hurry to avoid it. Ulf’s momentum carried him forward, and he charged, swinging again.  
 
    Náli cursed and threw up a block.  
 
    Sword struck sword with a sound like a gong; it echoed off the stone, rippling back and back again.  
 
    Absorbing the shock of it had hurt, Oliver could see: Náli had his teeth bared, his arms shaking, feet braced wide apart. Oliver remembered all too well his day in the training yard, Erik bearing down on him; the way the impact had shot through bone and muscle and pulsed hot and painful in his joints. His teeth clenched in sympathy, no matter how cocky and deserving of a lesson the young lord was.  
 
    Beside him, Erik eased forward a fraction in his chair, elbow braced on the armrest, fingers curling slightly, gaze fixed on the match. You violent thing, Oliver thought, far too fondly.  
 
    In the center of the hall, Ulf pressed his advantage. Be bore down on his opponent, the swords screeching as they slid along one another. Náli, sweat gleaming on his temples and throat, arms beginning to shake beneath the onslaught, had little choice but to yield, or risk injury.  
 
    Or so Oliver thought.  
 
    A triumphant grin began to break across Ulf’s face –  
 
    Just as Náli ducked and spun, whirling away from their shoving match.  
 
    With nothing to push against, Ulf staggered forward, off-balance. Grinning now, Náli whacked him across the backside with the flat of his blade and sent the larger boy sprawling across the flagstones, much to the crowd’s startled amusement.  
 
    Ulf lay still a moment, winded, stunned.  
 
    Náli turned and bowed deeply to both sides of the room, his smile wicked and the toss of his hair triumphant.  
 
    “How in the world did he manage that?” Oliver asked, caught between impressed by the young lord’s feat, and repulsed by the way he’d made a fool of his opponent.  
 
    Erik’s mouth, when he checked, was set in a thin, grim line, plainly disapproving. “Náli is quick – he’s slippery. He’s young, but he’s never lost a match. He always manages to wriggle away before he comes to any harm. He isn’t the strongest fighter, as far as brute strength goes, but he’s the quickest, and the most precise.” 
 
    “Has he ever sparred with one of the boys.” 
 
    “No. He’s too clever for that.” 
 
    While Ulf heaved up to his feet, red-faced and glowering, clearly embarrassed, Náli strode up to the dais and offered Erik an exaggerated bow. “Your majesty.” 
 
    In a flat voice, Erik said, “Congratulations, Corpse Lord.” 
 
    The young lord flashed a wicked grin. “And to you, your majesty.” His gaze shifted pointedly to Oliver – and he winked. Before whirling with a flourish, pale hair fluttering, and striding back to join the crowd.  
 
    “Hmph,” Erik murmured.  
 
    “Who’s next?” Bjorn shouted.  
 
    The crowd parted, and it was one of Ragnar’s Úlfheðnar that stepped forward, bare-armed, his cloak removed so he wore only a cracked leather jerkin with tufts of thick wolf hair on the shoulders. He was young, his head shaved as Ragnar’s was, only a single, thick braid running down the center of his head and down his back. A nasty scar marked one eyebrow, like a jagged, pink lightning strike that traveled up to his scalp, and down to the corner of his mouth.  
 
    A hush fell, as the feast-goers waited to see who he would challenge.  
 
    “Bollocks,” Erik muttered.  
 
    The wolf-shirt halted in front of Leif. He lifted a callused hand and jabbed a finger toward the prince’s chest. “You, little heir. Come and fight me.” 
 
    Leif was, in fact, taller than him. And also regarding him with brows lifted in mild surprise. “I’ll gladly spar with you, Ormr, if you wish,” Leif said, graciously. 
 
    The clansman – Ormr – closed the last distance so he could stab Leif’s chest with his finger, then he turned and crossed to Bjorn to take up a blunted sword.  
 
    Leif’s bearing was tolerant and dignified as he shrugged off his cloak, passed it to his brother, and followed, but Oliver saw the eager spark in his gaze, and the flex of his fingers. He’d wanted a chance to prove himself – to his people, and no doubt to Tessa, too, who stood beside Rune, whispering something to him, expression worried. 
 
    Rune whispered back, smiling, gaze even more excited than his brother’s.  
 
    Ormr accepted his sword and sliced it savagely through the air, his grin dark as he turned to face Leif.  
 
    “Why do I get the feeling this isn’t going to be a friendly match?” Oliver asked. 
 
    Erik’s hand had curled to a fist in the air, knuckles white. His brow was furrowed. “Because it isn’t.” 
 
    Leif took the sword Bjorn offered. 
 
    And Ormr rushed him, roaring. 
 
    “He wasn’t ready!” Oliver hissed, half-rising from his chair. The audacity! Fury and fear chased along his nerves, making his skin prickle.  
 
    Erik stayed him with a hand on his arm. “Leif can handle himself.” 
 
    And he did.  
 
    In a split second, he squared up his stance, lifted his sword in a two-handed grip, and met Ormr’s mad rush calmly, and effectively. He parried, side-stepped, and forced his opponent to rush past him.  
 
    Náli would have used the opportunity to strike Ormr in a vulnerable place, while his back was turned.  
 
    But Leif retreated, resumed his stance, and waited to meet his opponent again. An honorable move, especially in the midst of a feast-day sparring match in front of noble ladies and children.  
 
    But it was a move that seemed to anger Ormr. He engaged again – not a wild rush this time, but a proper clash. Leif lifted his blade and the steel chimed again, and again, and again. They traded strikes, and parries, and blocks, shifting back and forth across the floor, the crowd shrinking back when they got too close. The ringing of the blades was like the steady clang of a blacksmith’s hammer on an anvil.  
 
    Finally, Ormr offered an opening. Oliver noticed it – he gasped – the same moment that Leif did, in the instant when Ormr tried to move his blade to his other hand after a particularly hard block that must have left his wrist tingling.  
 
    Leif swung, angling his blade so the flat of it would make contact with Ormr’s arm. You should have disarmed him, Oliver thought. But Leif went for the contact, for a blow – drawing out the fight, making it more interesting, and exhibiting good sportsmanship, for his own part.  
 
    The strike didn’t land, though. Ormr dropped to a crouch and cracked his own blade into the side of Leif’s knee.  
 
    Leif fell. His eyes flew wide in shock as the joint gave way, but he managed to twist his upper body so he landed on his hip, one hand braced on the ground, the other still gripping his sword.  
 
    A collective gasp of shock went up among the guests.  
 
    Erik lunged forward, both hands gripping the arms of his chair, his whole frame tense and vibrating. A low growl rumbled from his throat.  
 
    Ormr, Oliver saw with a lurch, wasn’t going to give his opponent time to get back up. He drew back for a kick–  
 
    And a cup slammed into the side of his head.  
 
    Wine the color of blood sprayed in an arc after impact; it pattered down on the flags, and splashed Ormr’s face. He staggered back a step, bellowing, wiping furiously at his eyes with his free hand. 
 
    “Rune!” 
 
    That was Tessa. 
 
    And it was Rune who’d thrown the cup, who strode now into the middle of the match, teeth bared in a furious snarl. Unarmed, he stalked up to the still-struggling Ormr – Leif levered himself to his feet, saying, “Rune, no” – and punched him in the face.  
 
    Ormr shouted again, and fell back, rebounding off the arms of the spectators behind him. Two glaring men shoved him back into place: not hiding him, not letting him slip away, angry on behalf of their prince.  
 
    “You son of a whore!” Rune shouted. “You backwoods goat-fucker! Fight fair, or don’t–” He cut off when Leif’s hand twisted in the back of his tunic, and dragged him back from the now-glowering Ormr, who’d finally wiped the wine from his eyes, but who now massaged a growing lump on his jaw.  
 
    “Leave it, Rune,” Leif ordered, giving him a shake.  
 
    Rune tore out of his grip and spun to face him, incredulous. “He was going to kick you! He fights dirty, and–” 
 
    “And I can handle myself.” Leif was breathing hard from exertion, but his tone was otherwise calm.  
 
    “He cheated!” 
 
    “He fought cleverly,” Leif countered. “There’s no such thing as rules of engagement in the midst of a melee. You take the hits where you can find them, and you stay alive by any means necessary.” He squeezed his brother’s shoulder, and offered him a smile. “Thank you for coming to my aid, brother,” he said, formally, “but I could handle myself.” 
 
    Rune huffed with annoyance.  
 
    Behind them, Ormr bared his teeth and took a step forward.  
 
    Erik stood, shoving his chair back noisily.  
 
    The same moment, Ragnar pushed through the crowd and took Ormr’s arm. His hand flexed so tight Oliver could see his knuckles whiten, but his tone was forcefully chipper when he said, “I don’t believe it: bested by a wine cup.” 
 
    Nervous titters from the guests.  
 
    Ormr turned his glare on his leader, and muttered something too low to hear.  
 
    Leif stepped around his brother and dipped his head a fraction in a show of respect. “Well-fought, Ormr. I shouldn’t want to meet you on the field.” 
 
    Ormr turned a nasty glare on him, refused to respond, then tugged loose from Ragnar and stormed off.  
 
    Ragnar lifted his head and addressed Erik. “What say you, cousin? Can we mark it down as pride and stupidity?” 
 
    Oliver snuck a glance at Erik and saw a flicker of surprise cross his face. He hadn’t expected Ragnar to want to diffuse the situation, Oliver guessed.  
 
    After a long moment – the audience watching with rapt attention – Erik nodded. “Very well.” He resumed his seat. “Bjorn.” He made a little motion for his captain to continue the matches.  
 
    The tension that had lay over the hall the past few minutes dispersed, and a fresh pair of good-natured combatants went forward to claim practice swords.  
 
    Oliver leaned over the arm of his chair toward a troubled-looking Erik. “What was all that about?” he asked.  
 
    Erik’s gaze tracked back and forth across the hall. Ormr was nowhere in sight. “The Úlfheðnar’s resentment of us is contradictory: they think us clan traitors for living, in their words, like Southerners. And yet, they think Ragnar and his line should be set to inherit the wealth of Aeretoll.” He turned his head, finally, to meet Oliver’s gaze, his own serious, troubled. “They reason that, since I’ve no sons, and no plans to beget any, why should my nephews be my heirs when Ragnar is older, wiser, and, to their minds, a superior warrior.” 
 
    Oliver said, “And they clearly don’t understand how lineage and inheritance work.” 
 
    A smile tweaked the corners of Erik’s mouth. “No. Ragnar does.” His gaze skated away, out across the crowd again. “He likes to challenge me – flex his muscles, so to speak. But he’s too fickle to want the responsibility of a whole nation. He blows in and out like a storm, with lots of thunder and dramatics, but then he’s gone again.” He frowned. “If only I can convince Rune of that.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    A serving boy set a fresh cup of wine down in front of Oliver, and though he probably shouldn’t have, he picked it up, and found it to be a light, crisp white. When he glanced toward Erik in inquiry, he was informed, a bit self-consciously, that it was a Veniscalli white, and Oliver remembered, with a fond flush, that Erik’s mother had been from Veniscall.  
 
    It was a good wine, the sort of thing he would have drunk at home, and it eased the last, lingering tension of watching Leif fight Ormr, so that Oliver watched the next few moments in contented silence beside the king, only realizing how late it was when a huge yawn overtook him.  
 
    “I think that’s enough for one night, lads,” Bjorn announced as the last two fighters handed over their swords.  
 
    There were some good-natured groans of disappointment, but many more yawns and nods of agreement.  
 
    The celebration was winding to a close.  
 
    Revna climbed the dais, her arm looped through Tessa’s, who looked a little tired, but pink-cheeked and happy, too.  
 
    “That was mostly a success, I’d say,” Revna said as they drew to a halt on the other side of the table.  
 
    Erik lifted a single brow at her. “Only mostly.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what I said?” She grinned, and then lifted a hand to stifle a yawn. “Goodness. We ladies are all retiring to the second floor solar for tea and gossip. I suppose you’ll be down here for the drinking games.” 
 
    “There’s going to be more drinking?” Oliver asked, faintly distressed.  
 
    “The men who wish to remain may do so,” Erik said. “But I’m going to bed.” 
 
    Revna’s look turned sly before it cut to Oliver. “Mmhm, I see.” 
 
    Erik’s gaze slid over, too, less sly, more inviting. 
 
    Oh.  
 
    Oliver set his cup down and hitched up straighter in his chair. “Tessa, if you’d rather go to bed, too, I’d be happy to escort you.” His pulse throbbed and quickened; a heat that had nothing to do with the wine he’d drunk crawled up his throat, and he couldn’t decide whether or not he wanted her to refuse. It was one thing to dream of something and entirely another to get it. One thing for a spontaneous tryst to unfold in the baths, and another to walk calmy to bed side-by-side.  
 
    Tessa smiled at him. “Oh, no. I’ll take tea with the ladies.” She looked apprehensive, he thought, a little nervous, but her smile was genuine enough. 
 
    “If you’re sure…” 
 
    “Oliver,” Revna said. “Go to bed.” 
 
    “Right.”  
 
    A low, cut-off sound beside him might have been Erik chuckling.  
 
    “Goodnight, boys,” Revna said, as she and Tessa turned away and started down the dais. “Sleep tight! Don’t let the – well, you can let some things bite.” 
 
    Tessa let out a shocked giggle. 
 
    Oliver pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “It makes sense, I suppose,” he said. “All you Northerners are more straightforward about everything else. Why not this?” 
 
    When he turned to face Erik again, the king was studying him with concern. In a low voice, he said, “Oliver, you really can go to bed – to your own bed – if that’s what you want. Or stay here drinking. Or go to the library, or–” 
 
    Oliver cut him off with a smile – a sudden, irrepressible one that warmed him all the way through. Gods, but the man was adorable.  
 
    “I very much do not want to go to bed alone,” he whispered. “If there’s a better offer on the table.” 
 
    Erik’s brow smoothed; a smile dawned, slow, mischievous, positively boyish. “I think that can be arranged.” 
 
    Footfalls sounded on the dais steps, and Oliver bit back another groan when he saw that it was Ragnar approaching. 
 
    He glanced between them, smirking. “I hate to interrupt–” 
 
    “What is it, Ragnar?” Erik asked.  
 
    “I want a word with you, if I can, before you retire.” He cocked his head and his expression went serious. “In private.” 
 
    Erik sighed, but nodded. “Fine.” He turned to Oliver with an apology in his eyes. 
 
    Oliver stood. “I’ll be off, then.” He offered a tight smile. “Pleasure to meet you, Ragnar.” 
 
    The smirk returned. “It could be, if this one fails to satisfy.” He jerked a thumb toward Erik. 
 
    Who scowled and waved his cousin back. “Go on. We’ll go to the dining room. Bjorn?” 
 
    The big man turned away from a conversation down on the floor, brows lifted in inquiry.  
 
    “See that Mr. Meacham returns safely to his rooms.” 
 
    Oliver didn’t sigh, and kept his face carefully neutral. But when Ragnar caught his gaze, the wolf-shirt winked at him.  
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    In general, Erik had no great resentment for his role as king. He liked to keep busy – to be useful – and, despite his initial misgivings when he’d first been crowned, he’d found that he had a head for all the many numbers and organizational minutiae that came with running a nation.  
 
    But sometimes, he just wanted a bit of peace. A moment of privacy.  
 
    A night to lock his door against kingship and slowly undress a pretty, copper-haired Southern boy.  
 
    He plucked a candlestick up off a table as he passed and led Ragnar out of the great hall, down the corridor, and into the private family dining room. It was shut up for the night, the hearth cold, tapestries drawn over the window glass. Erik used the candle he held to light the candelabrum on the table, and on tall iron stands on either side of the fireplace.  
 
    As the soft glow swelled and filled the room with the scent of beeswax, he set the candlestick on the table and turned to face his cousin, who stood leaning back against the closed door, arms folded, seemingly at his leisure.  
 
    The sight of him struck Erik as an obstacle. Ragnar was the thing keeping him from Oliver right now – physically barring the way out, holding him here in the cold room, away from his warm bed and the wine-warm skin of his would-be lover.  
 
    As if he knew this – and of course he did, with all his smirks, and winks, and touching Oliver’s hair; Erik had seen that, and only Birger’s murmured “steady now, lad” had kept him in his chair and away from throttling his cousin on the spot – Ragnar grinned. “Wishing you were elsewhere, cousin?” 
 
    “If you have business to discuss, then discuss, it,” Erik growled. “Otherwise, you can go get drunk with everyone else.” 
 
    Ragnar’s grin lingered a moment longer, then fell away as if it hadn’t been there at all. His grin, Erik had always thought, was more dangerous than most people even knew – when it dropped, it revealed just how shrewd and calculating his pale gaze was; offered a window into a mind far sharper than he was ever given credit for.  
 
    He pushed off the door and took a few aimless steps forward, expression thoughtful. “You really like this one.” 
 
    “You act like I’m some sort of whoremaster.” 
 
    The grin returned, less flashy this time. “Quite the contrary. I didn’t think you had any room for affection in that cold heart. It’s nothing but serving, and ruling, and brooding for you. Loving is a foreign concept – but then.” His head titled. “So is he. Fitting, I suppose.” 
 
    “Ragnar,” Erik warned, hands curling into fists at his sides.  
 
    “Fine, fine, I won’t keep you. But.” He grew serious – truly serious this time, and sat down on the edge of the table, one booted foot swinging. “The Beserkirs are getting restless, Erik.” 
 
    Erik’s impatience evaporated at once. “That’s what I gathered from the one cooling his heels in my dungeon.” 
 
    Ragnar’s brows shot up. “You have one here? As prisoner?” 
 
    “Caught him picking the lock on the north gate. He seems to think I’m in league with Aquitainia, and that I want to march on the mountains and claim their lands as my own. They know about Tessa and Oliver,” he said, arching a brow. “That they’re here, and that Tessa is to marry Leif. My question is: how could they know such a thing?” 
 
    Ragnar shook his head, bewildered. “Your guess is as good as mine. They’re crafty; they could have spies implanted.” 
 
    “Amongst my guardsmen? Or my kitchen staff?” Erik asked, mocking. “I have interviewed most of them, and all of them have been with us for years, or are the children of well-respected Aeres residents.” 
 
    Ragnar shrugged. “Can never be too careful. In any event: they’re rumbling about you. And they’re rumbling about everything. They’re feeling left out – they want to be important.” 
 
    “Then maybe they should stop raiding caravans like common highwaymen and act like civilized human beings,” Erik said, noting the savage note in his voice.  
 
    A pause. 
 
    Then: “Just out of curiosity,” Ragnar drawled, glancing up from beneath golden brows. “What are your plans with the South?” 
 
    None of your fucking business, Erik thought. But if he was to try to sanction the Beserkirs in front of the entire Northern Council, then he would need the Úlfheðnar on his side.  
 
    He took a breath and said, “Leif is going to wed the Drakewell girl. It’s a marriage contract between North and South, the same as my parents had, the same as my great-grandparents had.” 
 
    “Isn’t the Duke of Drakewell dead?” 
 
    Erik wanted to know how he knew that, but Ragnar was wily, and he always had his sources. Gossip here tonight at the feast, if nothing else. He nodded. 
 
    “And no heirs? That would make Leif the duke, then.” 
 
    “I applaud your deductive skills.” 
 
    “Ass,” Ragnar said, without malice. “Would he serve there, in Drakewell, as an absentee king of Aretoll? When you inevitably die of stubbornness? Or will little Rune sit the throne here?” 
 
    “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but Rune isn’t so little anymore.” 
 
    “I did notice. I noticed when he was cold-cocking one of my best men.” 
 
    “Your best. That was your best.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Erik. What’s to become of Aeretoll?” 
 
    “It will endure as it always has,” Erik said, firmly. “Under my leadership, until I am old and feeble and don’t know my own mind anymore. Or until I fall in battle” – that got an eyebrow quirk; Aeretoll hadn’t been a part of anything like a true battle in years – “And then Leif will sit the throne here, a true king of my line, and an agent will represent his interests in Drakewell. It is an acquisition of valuable property, nothing more. Don’t tell me you would turn away from such a prize if it fell into your lap.” 
 
    Ragnar’s smile was chagrined. “An opportunist like me? Not a chance.” He sobered. “Still.” Stood. Met Erik’s gaze head-on. “Come to the Midwinter Festival ready to persuade and to soothe. You’ll have to assure the clans that you aren’t going to go Southern on us.” 
 
    Erik nodded, though the words chafed at him. Aeretoll’s business was its own, and no one else’s. Who was Ragnar to caution him about foreign dealings? To suggest he come meekly to the negotiation table with the kind of disordered rabble who’d murdered his brother-in-law? Who hated him for what he had, but who scorned the means by which he held onto it? 
 
    “Oh,” Ragnar added, “you should bring your new plaything, too.” 
 
    An image of Oliver as he’d looked tonight popped into Erik’s mind: his pale face a little pink from the heat of the room, and the strength of the wine; the candle flames catching on the gleaming russet of his hair, even brighter than the sapphires winking along the little braids that Erik had plaited with his own fingers. He’d been resplendent in blue, fine-featured, and beautiful enough to put everyone else in the hall to shame. Erik had sat next to him and ached, wanting to touch, wanting to enfold him and keep him away from all the prying, judgmental eyes, though Oliver didn’t need that protection, his chin lifted, and his gazes slanted and cautious. He was well versed in protecting himself – though Erik wished he hadn’t had to be.  
 
    He thought of him, and he looked at Ragnar’s smug smile, and a growl built in his throat. “My what?” 
 
    Ragnar’s smile only widened. “It’s very charming how besotted you are.” 
 
    “I will–” 
 
    “But I’m being serious.” The smile fell away. “If the Beserkirs are sowing doubts about your loyalty, then you have to prove that the pretty Southern boy occupying your bed isn’t also filling your head with anti-North rhetoric.” 
 
    “If you say one more word–” 
 
    “You can snarl at me all you want, but you know I’m right. You taking a consort was bound to cause a stir anyway.” 
 
    “He isn’t my consort.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Ragnar said with a snort. “He will be. You think you’re so cold and smooth – with your lover’s beads and your lingering looks. He’ll be yours, and then what? What happens when he’s accused of being a spy sent to turn the king against his own people?” 
 
    Erik opened his mouth to argue – but found he couldn’t. That was exactly what people would think. 
 
    He said, “Oliver isn’t a spy.” 
 
    Ragnar shrugged. “I believe you. But you’ll have to get the North to believe you, too. Scratch that – Oliver will have to get them to. He has to prove himself to your people, and you know it. 
 
    “If he belonged to the Úlfheðnar, he could slay a bear and kill a man in combat, and that would be the end of it. But down here in your kingdom” – he rolled his eyes – “it’s a lot more dull and complicated.” 
 
    Erik’s fists tightened – fruitlessly. There was nothing he could do. Nothing but prove, over time, that Oliver was no threat to the North – that he was Erik’s partner, and not a political agent…if in fact he wanted to be his partner. 
 
    He was getting much too far ahead of himself. 
 
    “Bring him,” Ragnar pressed. “He might even enjoy himself. Let him watch, and learn, and show that he belongs.” 
 
    Erik jerked a nod. 
 
    Ragnar beamed. “You hate it when I’m right, don’t you?” 
 
    Erik grunted. “Are we done?” 
 
    “Well…” Ragnar laughed when he saw whatever Erik’s face did. He leaned forward to clap him on the shoulder. “Peace, cousin. Run off to your fire-drake, you joyless sod.” 
 
    As Erik headed for the door, Ragnar called, “And don’t let me see you at breakfast without claw marks all down your neck.” His cackling laughter followed Erik out of the room. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Bjorn was the last person Oliver wanted walking beside him.  
 
    They moved along the gallery in silence – one Oliver felt compelled to break, but which he wasn’t sure how to. Bjorn hadn’t said anything unkind, but he’d been far less jovial ever since Oliver’s illness. He’d come to Oliver’s defense tonight with Ragnar, but Ragnar’s had laid out in bold words what must be plain to Bjorn by now: that Erik had amorous intentions toward him. And Bjorn being Erik’s oldest, closest friend…well, if Bjorn disapproved of him, Oliver didn’t really want to know about it. 
 
    But this was so awkward.  
 
    They hit the base of the spiral staircase, and Oliver cleared his throat. Too loud – the sound echoed off the stone walls around them. 
 
    “Um,” he said, “I noticed you didn’t spar with anyone tonight. No one big enough to give you a good bit of sport?” he teased. Or attempted to. It fell horribly flat.  
 
    “It’s mostly for the young ones,” Bjorn said as they climbed. “The ones with something still to prove.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    Silence, again.  
 
    Oliver said, “If you want to go back down to the hall, I’m fine on my own from here.” 
 
    “Trying to get rid of me?” 
 
    “Oh, no, I – not at all. But. There’s still a bit of party left, I think. And I can certainly find my way back to my own room…” 
 
    Bjorn halted, right at the top of the stairs, and turned to face him. “Your room?” he asked, expression flat. “Is that where you want to go?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    Bjorn tilted his head. 
 
    “No,” Oliver said, half-strangled. “I suppose not.” 
 
    Bjorn nodded, and set off again.  
 
    They walked the rest of the way in silence, down to the royal apartments where a pair of guards nodded respectfully at their passage. The common room was empty, though a fire crackled merrily in the hearth.  
 
    When Oliver hesitated, Bjorn motioned for him to follow, and led him down a hallway flanked by ornate tapestries. A single door stood at the end, two small cressets flickering to either side. Bjorn opened the door, pushed it wide, and stepped inside. 
 
    Oliver crossed the threshold after him – and then froze.  
 
    Even if he hadn’t already known, there would have been no mistaking the room for anything besides the king’s chamber. 
 
    A vast space, with plenty of windows, tapestries tucked behind gold cords, waiting to be drawn across the glass. A variety of richly-patterned rugs covered the floor, layered over one another at the corners. There was a table large enough to seat four, and a writing desk and chair; a large, free-standing mirror, several bureaus, and big shipping trunks with leather straps on the lids. Shelves held books, and trinkets that gleamed faintly in the firelight that came from the hearth: a low, simmering fire that needed a log added to it. Bjorn crossed to do just that as Oliver paced slowly deeper into the room, gazing at everything.    
 
    The room’s dominant feature was the bed. Oliver stood at the foot of it, taking in its tall, draperied, four-poster extravagance. It sat high off the floor, and wide enough across for four people. A crimson and blue velvet coverlet embroidered with stags and wolves had been folded back to reveal snowy linens. The head was heaped with pillows, and the foot was piled with furs that had obviously come from several different animals. A small table to one side held a book with a quill marking a place in its center, and a cup, a tobacco pipe in a dish of ashes.  
 
    The room smelled of pine, and book pages, and sharp soap.  
 
    Like Erik. Because this was the place where he ended every evening, and began every morning. The pillows where his black and silver hair lay like silk streamers; the book that he was reading and the pipe that he smoked while he squinted at the pages by candlelight. The fireplace where he warmed his hands, and the mirror he stood in front of while he laced his shirts, and braided his hair.  
 
    It felt more intimate than kissing, suddenly, being in his personal, private space like this. Oliver’s vision blurred at the edges, just a moment, and he gripped one of the bedposts.  
 
    “All right,” Bjorn said, behind him, and Oliver turned, still clutching the bedpost, his pulse fluttering unsteadily. “I’ll leave you to it, then.” He moved toward the door. 
 
    That was good. Oliver had no idea what he would do if Bjorn sat down in one of the armchairs by the fire and kept him company until Erik arrived. There was something horribly undignified about being hand-delivered to a would-be lover’s bedroom.  
 
    So Oliver had no idea why he said, “Bjorn, wait,” when the big man was at the threshold.  
 
    He paused, one hand braced on the doorframe, and twisted back around to face Oliver. His expression was inscrutable – guarded.  
 
    Oliver said, “Thank you. For – for being–” 
 
    Bjorn let out a deep breath, and the ghost of a smile touched his lips, softening the hard lines of his face. “What are you thanking me for, lad?” He sounded almost fond.  
 
    “For. Um. Being understanding, I suppose.” 
 
    Bjorn chuckled. “Things are that bad in Drakewell, eh?” 
 
    “Oh. Well, it’s not–” 
 
    “I like you. Birger does, and Revna. The boys. Erik does,” he said, rolling his eyes, definitely fond, now, “obviously. You’re not to my taste, mind–” 
 
    “Gods, I hope not.” 
 
    That earned a snort. “But I do like you.” He paused, and tilted his head. “Now.” 
 
    Uh-oh. 
 
    “But don’t think I won’t have something to say if you’re only just playing with Erik’s affections.” 
 
    Oliver stared at him a moment, dumbstruck. And then a laugh bubbled up in his throat. “I’m sorry. Are you – are you telling me you’re going to – I don’t know, challenge me to a duel or something if I break his heart?” 
 
    Bjorn frowned. “Well, when you put it like that…” 
 
    Oliver laughed again, through the hand he pressed over his mouth in an effort to stem it. “You aren’t serious.” 
 
    “And what if I am?” 
 
    “You think I have the power to hurt him?” His laughter dimmed, though, when Bjorn only stared at him, brows drawn low. 
 
    Gods, he was serious.  
 
    “See that you don’t,” Bjorn finally said, and saw himself out. The door shut solidly behind him.  
 
    Oliver stood a moment, gaping at the closed door. “That just happened,” he murmured to himself. And then, “Why not?” Because this whole evening was one crazy fever dream, and bound to get crazier. 
 
    Pushing Bjorn from his thoughts, he decided to take advantage of being alone in Erik’s chambers by himself and have a closer look around.  
 
    A tall wardrobe of pale wood, its doors carved with howling wolves, stood half-open, and proved to be full of hanging tunics and trousers and undershirts. Oliver ran his fingers down the length of a velvet sleeve, imagining the texture of the skin it had covered.  
 
    Beside the wardrobe, he found a small, round-topped table of dark, polished wood inlaid with ivory. It struck him as a very Southern piece, its Veniscalli design obvious, and he remembered the wine, and thought this must be a table that had once belonged to Erik’s mother. It now held silver dishes of hair ornaments: beads of all shapes and sizes, some carved, some adorned with gems, and a few fat silver clips and hair cuffs. Oliver picked up a wide cuff carved with a large pair of reindeer antlers, smoothing his thumb across the cool surface, smiling to himself as he envisioned the tall and often-surly king carefully fixing his hair in front of the mirror. 
 
    The heat and light of the fire drew him, as did the faint glimmer of firelight on the objects perched on the mantel. One proved to be a ridiculous gold goblet, odd amidst all the silver of Aeretoll, set with rubies and sapphires and diamonds. When Oliver picked it up, he was surprised by its heft. Next were a sequence of small wooden frames that held stained glass pictures: one of a mountain range, one of a sunrise, another of a woman, pretty, if geometric in colored glass fragments. He found two daggers, also, one ceremonial, with a silver sheath. The other with a sheath of plain, brown leather worn smooth from lots of handling. The handle was of bone, and, struck by curiosity, Oliver drew the weapon, watching the firelight dance along the gleaming, razor-sharp edge of it. It was a wicked weapon, one that probably saw most of its use as a practical tool, but which could have killed a man in a dozen ways. The grip was slightly too big for his hand, because it was Erik’s, and Erik had such large hands–  
 
    “Planning to stab me?” Erik’s amused voice asked from the doorway, and Oliver froze.  
 
    Slowly, still holding the dagger, he turned around. 
 
    He hadn’t heard the door open, but Erik stood with arms folded, one shoulder braced in the doorway. He’d lost his heavy fur cloak, and stood in his richly embroidered tunic, trousers, and boots. The fire was the only light source, but it caught the beads in his hair, and the otherworldly blue of his eyes. He was smiling, smug and happy – and predatory.  
 
    Unable to take his eyes from him, Oliver set the dagger back on the mantel and swallowed with difficulty. “Well. I’m open to suggestion if you have a better idea.” 
 
    Erik’s grin became a smirk. He straightened, stepped inside, and shut the door behind him.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    23 
 
      
 
    They were alone together.  
 
    They had been earlier, when Erik braided his hair, but then there had been a feast and a hall full of guests waiting, public performances to put on.  
 
    Now there was only the dark of night, and a massive bed, and the two of them, with only distance and a few layers of clothes between them.  
 
    The first Erik took care of immediately. He crossed the room in a handful of long strides, the beads in his hair clicking together with the force of his movement. In the time it took to reach Oliver, his expression slid from darkly intent to openly wondering, so that, when he finally reached out with one hand to cup Oliver’s face, he stood before him trembling, faintly, with emotion.  
 
    Erik took a short, sharp breath, his thumb smoothing across Oliver’s cheek, and said, “You’re shaking.” 
 
    “So are you.” 
 
    And he was: Oliver could feel Erik trembling in the touch of his fingers, and in the front of his tunic, which he’d taken, quite unaware, between his fingers. Oliver gripped the soft velvet with his own unsteady fingers and leaned into the hand that held his face.  
 
    “I feel like there are things that ought to be said,” Oliver said. 
 
    Understanding flickered in Erik’s gaze. No doubt he’d listened to his own inner voice chiding him, informing him of all the reasons this could never work.  
 
    He said, “Will saying them change anything?” Lips curved in a faintly sad smile.  
 
    It hurt to swallow; Oliver ached all over, with want, and need, and worry, and the sort of anticipatory melancholy that could ruin this, if he let it. So he shoved it all down, tightened his grip on the tunic in his hands, and said, “Not in the slightest.” 
 
    “I thought not. Say them later, then,” Erik said, and leaned down to kiss him.  
 
    It was gentle at first, a lingering press. Chaste and almost sweet. Like a question – an invitation. Do you want this? Do you want me? 
 
    Yes, you silly sod. Oliver stood up on his tiptoes and kissed him back, open-mouthed, eager.  
 
    He knew then how carefully Erik had been holding himself in check, because he let go with a deep groan that reverberated through his chest and into Oliver’s knuckles, where they were pressed against it, still caught up in his tunic. Erik gripped Oliver’s hair with both hands, angled his head, and devoured him with kiss after kiss, wet and frantic.  
 
    Oliver lost himself in the heated, slippery slide of it, eyes shut, fingers clenched tight in fine velvet. He wanted so much – wanted everything – but he didn’t dare pull away or loosen his grip, for fear that this was all a dream, and that it would dispel like smoke if he so much as paused for breath.  
 
    It was Erik who broke away, finally, panting – but didn’t go far, thankfully. He rested their foreheads together, hands sliding out of Oliver’s hair and down the back of his neck; they smoothed across his shoulders, and then down his back, reeling him in even closer. “Gods, you’re eager.” He reached to thumb at Oliver’s kiss-damp lower lip, tracing back and forth across the width of it.  
 
    “Is that a problem?” 
 
    He chuckled. “No.” He kissed Oliver again, slow and deep, and then trailed damp lips along his jaw, his ear; pressed a string of kisses down his throat, fingertips sliding over his pulse point on the other side.  
 
    Oliver’s breath came quick and ragged through an open mouth, his pulse thunderous in his ears. He’d imagined this in lurid detail, so many times, but now that it was happening, he felt weak as water, and clumsy as a blushing teenager again.  
 
    Erik nosed at the collar of his tunic on one side, and slipped his fingertips beneath velvet and linen on the other; his breath was warm on Oliver’s skin, his hair silky-soft where it brushed his throat.  
 
    “Oliver,” he murmured, shifting back up so the words rumbled right in Oliver’s ear. The hand at his collar delved deeper, palm splaying across the top of his bare shoulder, and his other hand moved to the laces of his tunic and slowly worked them loose. “This isn’t the first time you’ve done this, is it?” 
 
    Oliver was so distracted by the heat of his hand on bare skin, the brush of his lips on his ear, the thoroughly devastating purr of his voice, that it took him a moment to register Erik’s actual words. “I – what?” The fingers at his throat pulled the laces looser, and looser, and, oh, gods, Erik thought he was a stumbling, awkward virgin. 
 
    “No,” he said, more emphatically than he’d meant.  
 
    Erik laughed, and that was deep and rumbling too, and shiver-inducing.  
 
    “No,” Oliver said again, turning his head to catch Erik’s gaze. They stood so close, faces overlapping; he caught a blurred impression of eyes turned to sapphires in the firelight, and their cheeks brushed together, Erik’s short beard rasping his own smooth jaw. “This is not – I’m not – this is definitely not my” – he swallowed, throat sticking – “first time.” 
 
    “Hm.” Erik bumped their noses together. “That’s almost a pity.” He tugged the last bit of lacing undone with a hooked finger, and then slipped his other hand inside Oliver’s tunic and shirt, large palm pressed over his thudding heart. He angled their faces, lips hovering over lips. “But I’ll be grateful not to frighten you.” 
 
    Oliver swayed forward, catching himself against Erik’s broad chest with both hands. “Oh, you could still frighten me, but I’d like it.” 
 
    That earned another low chuckle, and then a kiss, languid, thorough, but more insistent than any that had come before.  
 
    Oliver slid his hands regretfully down Erik’s stomach, and then reached for the buckle of his own belt; it was very important that he get naked as soon as possible, suddenly.  
 
    Erik broke the kiss to whisper, “No, let me do that.” His hands pulled out of Oliver’s clothes, a sudden loss of warm and stirring touch – but then he put them at Oliver’s belt, and had the silver buckle loose in a matter of moments. The thick band of tooled leather made a soft thunk as it hit the carpet, and then Erik was bundling Oliver’s tunic and shirt in his hands, and lifting them up and over his head and off.  
 
    Gooseflesh prickled across his skin; his nipples drew tight. Oliver resisted the immediate, kneejerk urge to cover himself, because Erik had already seen him, several times now, and he’d looked nothing but hungry and wanting every time. 
 
    Like now, as he took a half-step back and let his gaze shift over Oliver’s lean torso, marble pale in the firelight, no doubt.  
 
    Erik took a low, audible breath in through his nose; then licked his lips and stepped in close again. He caught Oliver’s chin with one hand, and kissed him, clever tongue pressing right in; his other hand went to Oliver’s waistband, and his flies, working them in a few quick tugs.  
 
    “Boots,” he murmured between kisses. 
 
    “Shit.” Oliver caught at his waist for balance as he clumsily toed them off.  
 
    When his bare feet were braced on the carpet, Erik smoothed the trousers down over his hips, smalls too, and then he stood naked, drawn to the warmth of the large body curved around his, mouth falling open in helpless oversensitivity as hands skated and petted over him – all of him.  
 
    Erik stroked his throat, and his shoulders, his chest; played with his nipples, and strummed over his ribs like harp strings. Warm, sword-callused palms swept up and down the dip of his waist, the small of his back. Cupped his ass and squeezed; flirted, faintly, between – and then a hand covered his cock and stayed there, squeezing and stroking until he was filling and hardening within that grasp.  
 
    Oliver had given up all pretense of kissing; he’d pressed his forehead to Erik’s throat and breathed in short, cut-off little gasps, thrusting in aborted surges as Erik worked his cock.  
 
    “If you come now,” Erik asked, “can you come again later?” 
 
    It was an effort to form words. “Yeah – yes. I’m always – good for a few.” 
 
    Erik’s thumb smoothed over the head of his cock, and he breathed a laugh. “I don’t doubt it.” 
 
    Then, before Oliver could comprehend it, he went down on his knees on the carpet, gripped Oliver’s hips, and took Oliver in his mouth. 
 
    Oh gods, there’s a king sucking my cock, he thought, wildly, and then Erik drew off with a long, slow suck, and set to torturing him in the most wonderful way.  
 
    It turned out that Erik Frodeson of Aeretoll was a tease – one with a wickedly skilled tongue. He would take Oliver deep, all the way, swallowing around him – and then he would pull back, ghosting lips down his length, sucking at the head with a curved tongue. Each time Oliver thought he might be close, trembling and gasping, Erik would ease back, until he was barely touching him, or, worse, would grip him at the base and hold him off.  
 
    Oliver finally got to sink his hands into that mass of glorious hair, though, unsteady fingertips catching on braids, and on beads, the metal cool against his overheated skin. When he gripped it between his fingers, Erik made a low, encouraging sound and took him deep again.  
 
    “Gods,” Oliver breathed out. “Fuck, I won’t–” 
 
    Erik pulled off, and pressed a string of messy kisses low across his belly, looking up at Oliver through his lashes; his mouth shiny and pink, his pupils blown, his hair tangled around Oliver’s fingers – it was too much.  
 
    When he swallowed Oliver down again, he came with a whimper. “Erik.” 
 
    Erik gentled him through it with mouth and hands, and, when Oliver flinched away, overstimulated, he cleaned him with a few last passes of his tongue and got to his feet, trailing hands and lips up Oliver’s body as he went, until he could hold his waist and reel him in for a gentle kiss.  
 
    Oliver was too weak to return it with any finesse, but tasting himself on the king’s lips sent a fresh wave of crackling aftershocks through him.  
 
    “Say that again,” Erik murmured against the corner of his mouth.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My name. When we’re alone like this, I don’t want to be ‘your majesty.’” 
 
    The immediate, post-coital sleepiness had hit Oliver like a truck, but he smiled, his chest light and warm, and leaned into the hands petting his waist. “All right, then. You’re very good at sucking cock, Erik. How very un-your majesty of you.” 
 
    Erik snorted against his hairline, breath warm, ruffling his curls. “And what shall I call you, little intransigent one?” 
 
    Despite the low, even timbre of his voice, Erik’s pulse pounded, hot and hard in his throat. Oliver burrowed closer into it and said, “I have a perfectly fine name.” 
 
    “Mr. Meacham?” Erik asked, innocently, voice threaded still with laughter.  
 
    “You could call me – Ollie.” 
 
    “Ollie.” That was delicious. When Oliver shivered, Erik kissed his temple, his cheek. “What about sweetheart?” 
 
    That put a lump in his throat. “I’m not sweet.” 
 
    “Oh, I beg to differ.” A kiss to his nose, to his lips. “Darling? Love?” 
 
    “You can call me whatever you want.” 
 
    Another kiss. A voice gone heated with anticipation. “Come to bed with me, Ollie.” 
 
    “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Some other time – and Oliver couldn’t believe that he was optimistic enough to even hope for another time – he was going to unwrap Erik like a present, peel off his layers of finery and get down to the flesh and blood man beneath the veneer of king.  
 
    But tonight, he went, amused and turned on, when Erik bodily picked him up, set him on the edge of the bed, and then stripped off his own clothes in a rush. Despite a lack of intention to be, he was still graceful; the bunch and play of shadowed muscles as he threw his richly embroidered garments to the carpet, heedless, spoke of a body well-seasoned in not just combat, but courtly poise, too. Erik had spent a lifetime learning how to hold himself first like a prince, then like a king, and it showed, even when he was wrenching off his boots and shoving down his trousers.  
 
    Oliver had seen him naked before, in the baths. Seeing him so now wasn’t a surprise – but Oliver’s belly clenched tight with refreshed need at sight of him naked now. Because now, he knew what it was like to kiss him; knew what it was like to taste his own release on his tongue; was still warm and buzzing from coming, and already feeling needy again. Now, Erik was limned by firelight, his carefully braided and bejeweled hair falling into disarray thanks to Oliver’s fingers, and he was fully aroused, standing with his stomach hollow thanks to the careful way he held himself, turned on in a way that Oliver knew was almost painful. 
 
    He slid backward until he was in the center of the bed, legs spread in invitation, and said, “Come here.” 
 
    And Erik did come. Took the last few strides to the bed, climbed up, and prowled to Oliver on hands and knees, mattress dipping beneath him, gaze fixed on Oliver’s, unwavering, as intense and predatory as a wildcat.  
 
    When he was in range, Oliver reached up and took two handfuls of his hair so he could reel him in and kiss him.  
 
    For a few minutes, Erik seemed content to let Oliver set the pace, braced above him with his hands on the mattress on either side of his hips, on his knees between his legs, his mouth yielding and sweet when Oliver slipped his tongue inside. But then he stroked Oliver’s belly and chest with one hand; pressed it flat to his sternum and pushed him back onto the pillows, following him down, so that Oliver lay flat, Erik’s larger body caging him in.  
 
    Oliver tipped his head to the side, and let Erik kiss and suck at his throat; tightened his grip on his hair and arched up into him so that skin pressed to warm skin; the crisp thatch of hair on Erik’s chest tickled. Oliver wrapped his legs around his waist, bringing their hips together, delighted by the hard brush of Erik’s cock alongside his own; he wanted to be even closer, to be joined; shifted his grip to broad shoulders and dug in with his blunt nails, shamelessly grinding up against him. 
 
    “Erik…” 
 
    “I know, I know.” The hand on his chest slid down, gave his still-sensitive cock an experimental stroke, and then dipped down between his legs; cupped his balls, briefly, and moved back.  
 
    But then Oliver remembered the vial in his room, and he groaned.  
 
    Erik stilled. “What?” He nuzzled at the hollow of his throat. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Olaf gave me oil.” 
 
    Erik pushed up so he could make eye contact, his own gaze so comically wide that Oliver couldn’t help a laugh. “He gave you…oil?” 
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed.” Oliver traced his beard with the backs of his fingers, rasping along the short bristles. “Your entire household, sister and staff alike, have been conspiring to get us into just this position.” 
 
    One brow went up.  
 
    “Olaf gave me some oil. Rose, by the way. And now it’s all the way down the hall in my room, and of no use to us now.” 
 
    Erik stared at him, that single brow cocked, for a long moment. Then he snorted, said, “I’m going to have to have a talk with – everyone I know.” Then he pulled away and crawled over to rummage around in a drawer of the bedside table.  
 
    Oliver missed his presence bearing him down into the mattress, but he had a lovely view of his backside while he waited.  
 
    A hand shot up, vial held aloft in triumph, and Erik grinned when he crawled back into position.  
 
    “Entertain many guests here, do you?” Oliver asked, teasingly polite.  
 
    “None. We’re woefully short of auburn-haired Southerners here. Lie back.” He uncorked the bottle with his teeth – oh, that did things to Oliver’s insides – and poured a generous amount of oil into his hand, the scent of roses blooming between them.  
 
    Oliver reclined back on the pillows, legs falling open again, and was already shivering in delighted anticipation before the first touch.  
 
    Erik leaned down to suck more bruises into his throat while he worked the first finger inside.  
 
    “Oh. You’re – you have big hands.” 
 
    “Too much?” 
 
    “No. No, it’s – oh, yes, just like that.” 
 
    A pleased hum against his throat. A flex of clever fingers. Erik stroked him all over with his other hand, teasing caresses along the join of thigh and hip, and over his chest, plucking at his nipples in turn. He thumbed a damp curl off Oliver’s forehead, and stroked along his cheek, his eyes wide, and dark, and wondrous. “You’re so very pretty, little drake. How did I get so lucky?” He added another finger, pressed deep, and Oliver couldn’t fight the moan that caught in his throat, nor the way his eyes fluttered shut.  
 
    By the time Erik was working three fingers steadily in and out of him, Oliver was sweating and trembling all over, fully-hard again. Erik was vibrating with restraint, biting at his own lip, when Oliver peeked.  
 
    “I’m ready. You can” – the fingers paused, and slowly withdrew – “you can fuck me. I want it. Please.” 
 
    There was more oil, and then Erik was settling over him, blunt pressure. Oliver hissed – because it had been a long time, and Erik was huge – but when Erik hesitated, he tightened his legs around his waist and urged him forward. “Come on, come on,” he chanted, and Erik pressed in, and in, and filled him, their hips snugged together, both of them breathing raggedly into each other’s mouths.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Erik asked, voice rough. “Can I–” 
 
    “If you don’t, I’ll die,” Oliver pleaded, arching again, clenching around him until it was Erik hissing. “Please.” 
 
    “All right. Hush, sweetheart, I have you.” Erik’s hips drew back, and surged forward, and it was every bit as overwhelming as Oliver had always hoped.  
 
    Oliver clung to him, and the first few careful thrusts became long, deep strokes that would have pushed Oliver up the bed if he hadn’t been holding on so tight, overcome with sensation, marveling at the strength and power of Erik above him, moving now with low, guttural moans and murmured praise, sweet nonsense pressed into Oliver’s throat between kisses and bites.  
 
    The rhythm built, faster, harder; sweaty skin sliding, clawing to get closer, muscles straining. Oliver clutched fistfuls of hair, and then dug fingertips into the strong, flexing back. Pleaded, and gasped, and gave himself over to Erik’s driving thrusts – gave everything.  
 
    “Gods,” Erik murmured. He thrust hard, grinding in – and came with a wounded sound. Oliver felt the kick and bloom of heat deep in his belly, where they were joined. And Erik was still coming, his hips still kicking and cock pulsing when he reached between them to stroke Oliver to completion. Until black spots clouded his vision, and his whole body tensed, lit up electric with the force of his second orgasm.  
 
    It was exquisite.  
 
    They came down together, Erik heavy and limp above him, his breath hot in Oliver’s ear. Oliver clung to him, liking the pressure, wanting – needing the contact, his eyes beginning to sting, traitorously. It was the best fuck of his life, and certainly the one that meant the most – and that was why, as aftershocks rippled through him, and Erik slowly softened inside him, the reality of their situation, of their respective stations, crashed over him, and left him reeling. He was afraid for Erik to pull back, because once he did, they would be king and bastard again, and this couldn’t last – this had all been a yuletide dream.  
 
    But Erik did eventually draw back: he pushed up on his arms, and Oliver let his hands drop. Erik met his gaze – and then froze.  
 
    Oliver blinked, sniffed, and smiled – he did not cry. He clamped it all down, because he was damn-near professional at suppressing emotions, when he wanted to be.  
 
    Erik looked startled…and then his expression melted into one so tender it had Oliver’s eyes stinging all over again. “No,” he murmured, and touched Oliver’s face so gently, his smile soft as the press of his fingertips as he smoothed them over Oliver’s cheek. “No, it’s all right, darling. Don’t be upset.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Oliver lied, trying to scowl, voice quavering terribly.  
 
    Erik’s smile deepened. “Here. Come here to me.” He slipped out of him, and then shifted over to lie on his side, both arms enfolding Oliver and pulling him close, hugging him tight to his chest.  
 
    Oliver was proud, but not too proud to keep from ducking gratefully beneath his chin while he fought to regulate his breathing and blink his eyes clear.  
 
    Erik stroked his hair, and his back, sweet, undemanding touches, now. “I want you to listen to me,” he said, voice a comforting rumble that rippled through Oliver’s whole body. “I’m many things. I am stubborn, and I am prideful. I can be selfish, and lustful, and I don’t ever like to look foolish. I am flawed, same as any man – but I don’t lie. And so I hope that you will believe me when I tell you that I would never have invited you into my bed, would never have asked to braid you hair if I meant to abandon you to the gossip and censure of my people.” He stroked the back of Oliver’s neck soothingly. “I will not hurt you, Ollie. Not on purpose, I swear.” 
 
    “You’re horrible,” Oliver sniffled, but he wrapped his arms around strong ribs, and held him in return. This impossible, sweet, fearsome man who was a king of a wild Northern nation, and who had – if he was honest with himself – not simply fucked Oliver, but made love to him. Called him pretty. And now held him so tightly and securely.  
 
    Erik hummed, and petted his curls. 
 
    Oliver let the day’s exhaustion sweep over him, and fell asleep with his cheek pressed to the steady beat of Erik’s heart.  
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    “You’re lying.” 
 
    “I am not!” Rune fumbled for the flask in the center of the table and only managed to spill a little as he refilled his cup. He ignored his brother’s censorious gaze, and took a healthy slug of this latest round of mistress. Fuck Leif for not being able to unwind at all. It was yuletide! When else were they supposed to cut loose? Mother was gone, besides, retired to the upper parlor, with the other ladies, and would soon head for bed. And Uncle was gone, too – though definitely not sleeping, Rune thought, sniggering to himself.  
 
    “What’s so funny?” Haldin Askrson demanded, slurring a little. He’d been the one to produce the flask of strong spirits, and they’d split most of it between them, at this point. “I’m calling you a liar and you’re laughing!” 
 
    “I’m not laughing at you.” When Rune glanced up, the image of the young, redheaded lordling across from him blurred and threatened to double before he blinked his vision back to mostly normal. “And I’m not a liar.” He just caught himself before he could admit what he’d found so hilarious. “I really can hit – hit a target at – forty yards.” 
 
    Haldin made a face and shook his head dismissively. “Fuck you and your lying.” 
 
    Rune stood – only swaying a little as he got up from the bench. “You want to see? I’ll show you right now.” 
 
    “Rune,” Leif said.  
 
    “Lay off,” Rune bit back, and turned away from the table. The whole hall swayed, and he heard several sharp barks of laughter. Laughing at him? Laughing in general? The wine and mistress had been flowing for…who knew how long. He knew that he was overheated, and faintly sick, but determined to demonstrate his prowess.  
 
    “Rune, don’t,” Leif tried again. 
 
    Rune ignored him. 
 
    In truth, he wasn’t sure why he was so annoyed with his brother tonight. They rarely quarreled – not even as boys. He knew that was mostly down to Leif’s unending patience and goodness of spirit, but he wasn’t feeling charitable enough tonight to grant him that. He had gladly attacked Ormr in Leif’s defense – fuck anyone who messed with his brother – but now, the threat past, he kept thinking about the way Tessa’s face had fallen as she watched Estrid flirt with Leif across the room. Estrid was a snake who didn’t deserve anyone’s attention, in Rune’s unforgiving estimation, but for Leif to offer his freely, when he had Tessa already – beautiful, kind, sweetly-smiling Tessa… 
 
    Had he been sober, Rune would have acknowledged that he was wildly jealous.  
 
    But, being this deep in his cups, he led a shoving, shouting group of young lords out of the hall, to the armory, and then out into the frigid night, only stumbling a time or two.  
 
    Fresh snow was falling, slow, gentle fat flakes that would feather hair and eyelashes. A new layer of powder lay across the training yard, all the old footprints and slides covered over: a smooth stretch of virgin white within the low, snow-heaped stone walls.  
 
    “We need targets,” Baldi proclaimed, and went jogging clumsily down to set them up.  
 
    Rune set his arrows up with their tips buried in the ground and set about stringing his bow. It left him frowning and took three times as long as normal, his fingers slow and thick-feeling.  
 
    “Rune.” Leif materialized beside him, as if from thin air, snow dusting his golden braids and fur mantle, breath steaming in the chill. The light from the torches along the wall illuminated a deep furrow between his brows. “You’re drunk.” 
 
    Rune finally got the string secured, and glared at his brother – or at least in the direction of his shoulder. It was hard to focus on his eyes. “No ssshit. Doesn’t matter. I can outshoot anyone – drunk – drunk or not.” 
 
    Leif sighed – the long-suffering, responsible big brother.  
 
    “Go find Estrid or something,” Rune spat. “I’m sure she – wants to hear what you think about – about bloody everything.” 
 
    Leif’s frown deepened. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Archers!” Baldi shouted, and was echoed by others. 
 
    “If you’ll exxcuuuuse me.” Rune shoved at his brother. “I have to prove myself, now.” 
 
    Rune pivoted, and saw the targets set up against the far wall. They were tiny at this distance – and crooked, though that wouldn’t matter. Beside him, Haldin was testing his own bow, arrows ready and waiting at his feet.  
 
    “I’m going inside,” Leif muttered. 
 
    Good, Rune thought, and ignored him.  
 
    “Gentlemen!” Baldi cried. “Are we ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rune said, echoed a moment later by Haldin, who sounded unsure, now. Like his father, Haldin was good with a battle axe, but the finer points of more precise warfare eluded him.  
 
    Rune grinned to himself, because he was going to win this competition, and it was so rare that he won at anything with Leif around.  
 
    “Nock!” Baldi cried.  
 
    Cold and clumsy though his fingers were, Rune’s muscles knew the feel of the fletching, knew just how to grip the arrow and string together. He let out a deep breath, forcibly relaxed himself, and his vision seemed to clear a little.  
 
    “Draw!” 
 
    His recurve bow took an immense amount of strength to draw, and he prided himself on the way his arms and shoulders carried the burden, one long, smooth movement that stretched the string tight.  
 
    Beside him, Haldin swore, softly.  
 
    “Loose!” 
 
    In the split second after he released, Rune worried that so much drink might have really ruined his chances. But then his arrow struck true, in the center of the bull’s eye, and Haldin’s sailed over the wall and into the night. 
 
    “Ha ha!” he exclaimed, punching a fist into the air. “I win!” 
 
    “Best three out of four!” Haldin barked.  
 
    All four of Rune’s hit the target, clustered together.  
 
    One of Haldin’s managed to land in the far outer ring. He turned and threw down his bow after the last shot, face flushed as scarlet as his hair.  
 
    Rune laughed along with the rest of the spectators. “That’ll teach you to brag.” 
 
    Haldin shot him a nasty glare. “So you’re good at one thing, Torstanson. One thing that doesn’t even matter.” 
 
    Rune felt the smile drop off his face. “Fuck you,” he said, eloquently.  
 
    Haldin stormed off back into the palace, leaving Rune feeling hollow and no longer victorious. And more than a little unsteady on his feet, his face too hot, suddenly. Sweat prickled beneath his clothes, and his stomach churned. 
 
    Baldi clapped him on the shoulder. “Ignore him. Come on. Let’s go get a pint to celebrate.” 
 
    The idea repulsed him. Rune shook his head, which proved a bad idea. He swallowed a wave of nausea and said, “You go on. I want to stay here a minute.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Baldi and the others trooped back inside, talking and laughing and shoving and stumbling. It was a relief when the door closed and they were gone. Rune tipped his head back and looked up at the stars, at his own breath steaming overhead. He closed his eyes when the stars began to spin, and just…stood. Letting his hot, dizzy spell past. Feeling the snowflakes alight on his face.  
 
    He owed Leif an apology, he realized, with an inward wince. He’d been an ass tonight, and it wasn’t Leif’s way to be rude to people at parties – even if that person was Estrid. 
 
    With a sigh, he straightened, waited for his vision to settle, and headed for the door.  
 
    He was nearly there when a shadow detached from the wall and slid in front of him.  
 
    Ormr.  
 
    “If you wanted to try your hand with a bow, you missed your chance. I would have beaten you anyway.” Rune moved to step around him.  
 
    And was caught by a hand against his chest.  
 
    Had he been sober, Rune could have easily ducked away, or forcibly chopped Ormr’s hand aside.  
 
    But still reeling from too much wine and liquor, he stumbled back. 
“What – what in the Val-Father’s name do you think you’re doing?” he demanded, regaining his balance. “Get out of my way, shithead.” He shoved at the wolf-shirt.  
 
    But missed. Overbalanced, stumbled forward – and Ormr struck him in the throat.  
 
    Rune choked. He bent forward, retching, clawing at his own neck, fighting to take a breath, to keep from vomiting. His eyes filled with tears and his chest heaved, and black spots crowded his vision.  
 
    Hands gripped his shoulder, and pushed him upright and back, until he was flat against a section of wall. He tried to bat them away, but his movements were weak and ineffectual, and he was choking, choking, running out of air, bile pushing up his throat.  
 
    Through a sheen of tears, he saw Ormr’s ugly snarl. “You are nothing,” he hissed in Rune’s face. “Your family is nothing. You’ll all die choking on your own blood.” 
 
    Rune finally managed to drag in a breath. “What–” 
 
    And a sharp, white-hot bolt of pain in his abdomen robbed him of air again.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Oliver woke slowly, already wincing against the bright light in his face. He lay against something warm and solid, a heavy weight draped across his waist, and when he stretched, experimentally, he was sore in a way he hadn’t been in a while. Fresh, vivid memories tumbled through his sleepy mind, and he realized it was Erik he lay against, with a pleasant shiver, half-smiling, trying to crack his eyes open against the assaulting light. 
 
    Then an urgent voice said, “Erik,” and he startled completely awake, filled with immediate dread.  
 
    A few blinks revealed that the light came from a lantern – held over them in Bjorn’s hand. Bjorn, still fully-dressed, wore a distressed expression that left Oliver wanting to pull the blankets up over his head and hide. It was one thing to know someone was sleeping with the king, quite another to find them tangled and naked in the aftermath.  
 
    But Erik sat up with a groan, pushed his rumpled hair back, and rubbed the grit from his eyes with the heel of one hand. The other hand slipped through the blankets, found Oliver’s hand, and covered it. 
 
    Oliver stilled.  
 
    In a sleep-rough croak, Erik asked, “What is it?” 
 
    Bjorn said, “It’s Rune.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was the wee hours. The clouds had finally cleared, and the moon hung low in an indigo sky, its light the faintest brush across the snowy fields as they passed the windows in their flight down to Olaf’s surgery.  
 
    Oliver pulled the belt of his dressing gown tighter, and didn’t even feel the cold flags beneath his bare feet. Erik was likewise clothed ahead of him, walking with long, ground-eating strides that Oliver struggled to keep up with. Bjorn led the way, the lantern held before him now that the cressets on the wall had burned down so low. Magnus and Lars, faces drawn with worry and exhaustion, followed, still armored and uniformed.  
 
    Two more guards flanked the door to the surgery, in their helms, spears on their shoulders, but with dressing gowns pulled hastily on over night shirts.  
 
    “Everyone else is either on wall patrol,” Bjorn explained as he opened the door and stood aside to let Erik, and Oliver, enter first. “And I sent three to rouse Ragnar, wherever he’s gone off to.” 
 
    Erik only nodded and swept inside.  
 
    Oliver hurried to follow, pulse pounding in his throat.  
 
    Dozens of candles blazed through the lab, though they held none of the festive charm as those in the great hall earlier. Their light flickered over glass vials and bottles and beakers, illuminating liquids in all sorts of sinister colors. Oliver forced his gaze away from the specimens floating suspended in jars, made all the more horrifying by candlelight, amidst the buzz of panic. 
 
    A panic that had a smell: blood and fear sweat. The room’s only occupants were past the lab, in the surgery. Leif and Revna – Leif still in his feast clothes, Revna bundled in layers of dressing gowns and coats, her feet in fur slippers – stood at the head of the table, bracketing Rune’s pale, slack face. Revna stroked unsteady fingertips through his dark hair, while Olaf bustled about the table, instruments gleaming in his hands.  
 
    “Light,” the physician muttered. “I need more light.” 
 
    Without breaking stride, Erik gripped the stand of a large iron candelabra and carried it with him, candle flames streaming out behind. He set it down when he reached the operating table, and then gripped the wooden edge with both hands. “What happened?” he demanded.  
 
    Tears slid unchecked down Revna’s cheeks. She opened her mouth to respond, let out a shuddering breath instead, and wiped her face with quick, jerky movements. She looked equal parts furious and devastated, face nearly as drawn and pale as Rune’s.  
 
    “He was stabbed,” Leif said, his voice like iron. “He didn’t come in with the others, and he was drunk, so I went out to find him, and I saw the tail end of it.” 
 
    When Oliver drew up beside Erik, Leif lifted his head and met his uncle’s gaze, his own wrathful. “It was Ormr.” 
 
    Erik’s hands flexed and tightened on the table edge. His chest lifted as he inhaled sharply.  
 
    “Ormr? Who sparred with him?” Oliver asked. “Why?” 
 
    “Because the Úlfheðnar are fucking animals, that’s why,” Revna spat, her voice cracked and wavering.  
 
    “Rune shamed him.” Erik’s voice held a promise of violence. “In front of all of Aeretoll, and he wanted revenge. How bad is it, Olaf?” 
 
    “Bad,” the physician said, right away, shifting around the table. He’d pushed up Rune’s tunic and shirt and revealed a stretch of lean, muscled abdomen. The wound was just beneath his ribs, no longer bleeding, though a stack of bloodied bandages on the floor proved that it had bled a great deal.  
 
    As they all watched, Olaf pried apart the edges of the wound and peered down at the layers of exposed muscle and viscera beneath.  
 
    A sudden surge of cold nausea forced Oliver to turn his head. He closed his eyes and took a shallow breath through his mouth, fighting not to be sick. Had his father been like this, at the end? His Uncle William, and John? Had they lain on a muddy battlefield, full of holes, unconscious, while the last of their lives bled out of ugly, gaping wounds? 
 
    “Will he live?” Erik asked, and Revna let out a quiet choking sound.  
 
    Olaf said, “I shall do my best. The bleeding’s stopped, and from here” – slippery, squishing sounds issued from the table, and Oliver had to swallow a few times to keep from gagging – “it doesn’t look as if anything vital’s been punctured. There could be a slow, internal bleed, though.” He sighed. “We won’t know. I’ll clean him up best I can, and then it’s a matter of his own body fighting the ensuing infection.” 
 
    “He’s strong,” Revna said, voice watery. “He’ll make it.” 
 
    Head still turned toward the window, away from whatever Olaf was doing poking around in Rune’s cut-open stomach, Oliver saw a flash of movement at the door just before Bjorn said, “No, you can’t – get out of here.” 
 
    He turned. Ragnar strode into the surgery, still dressed, lean, close-shaven face taut with a closed-off, guarded sort of anger. “Erik,” he began. 
 
    Erik whirled away from the table. His dressing gown brushed Oliver’s arm as he stalked forward to meet his cousin – with a hand that he wrapped around the other’s throat.  
 
    Revna gasped. 
 
    Leif moved around the head of the table in a few startled, lurching steps. “Uncle.” 
 
    For his part, Ragnar went totally still: hands limp at his sides, chin lifted high, exposing himself, face going blank above the hand that gripped his neck. “Erik,” he said in a soothing tone. “They just came to tell me. How is he?” 
 
    “One of your men put a knife in his belly,” Erik growled, “how do you think he is?” 
 
    “Erik, I promise you–” 
 
    “I don’t want your promises.” The rings on his fingers flashed as his hand tightened; Ragnar’s mouth fell open, his next breath cut off. All of Erik’s teeth were bared, and there was nothing of the reindeer stag in him, now – no stalwart beast of burden. He was all wolf, rabid with fury. “You brought a murderer into my home and sicced him on my nephew, you cowardly, underhanded rat. You–” 
 
    Oliver stepped forward and put a hand on his arm. “Erik.” 
 
    Leif appeared on his other side; he met Oliver’s gaze with a stricken one of his own. “Uncle. At least hear what he has to say.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” Olaf said from behind them. “I don’t have time for another body on a table at the moment.” 
 
    Bjorn stepped up behind Ragnar and gripped the back of his tunic. “Let go, Erik, it’s all right. He won’t get away from me.” 
 
    Oliver could feel the flex and leap of the tendons in Erik’s arm; felt the fine tremors that gripped him, the effort it took to turn loose. But turn loose he did, albeit roughly, breathing harshly through flared nostrils, lips still pulled back in a snarl. “Explain,” he ground out.  
 
    Ragnar took a few gasping breaths and massaged at his throat. He looked decidedly less composed than when he’d first entered. “Do you think this happened on my orders? Erik. Cousin. You and I, we have our pissing contests, and I don’t usually agree with the way you do things here. But do you really think I would order one of my men to do this? To attack my own flesh and blood cousin? And a prince, no less? That’s an act of war.” 
 
    “Yes,” Erik said. “It is.” 
 
    Ragnar’s brows shot up. “Only if you allow it to be. Ormr acted on his own. This was the doing of a lone, stupid man, with a personal vendetta.” 
 
    Erik’s head tilted to a dangerous angle. “Are you asking me for clemency?” 
 
    “No. I’m asking you to mete out punishment, and be done with it. Don’t let this drive a wedge between our peoples.” 
 
    “The punishment for attempting to murder a crown prince is death.” 
 
    Ragnar took a deep breath. “I know that.” 
 
    The cousins regarded one another for a long time. 
 
    Oliver traded another glance with Leif, who looked only worried and confused, and could offer no insight. 
 
    Finally, Erik said, “At dawn, then.” 
 
    Ragnar nodded, expression going grim. His gaze flicked toward the table. “May I see him?” 
 
    “No. You may not.” 
 
    Another nod, shorter this time, and then Bjorn turned him around and marched him from the room. 
 
    Erik watched him go, jaw clenched tight, muscle jumping in his cheek from the effort. He let out a slow breath – and his gaze cut finally toward Oliver, who still gripped his forearm. A fractional softening of his face, an acknowledgement, and then he eased out of Oliver’s hold and turned back to the table. They all did. 
 
    Olaf had stacked clean linen bandaging over the wound, and now held bleached strips of the same. “I’ve cleaned it and dressed it. I need to wrap it, now, if you’ll help me lift him.” 
 
    Erik and Leif moved to either side of the table to do so, working in wordless harmony.  
 
    As Olaf began winding the linen strips around Rune’s abdomen and under his back, Oliver moved to stand beside Revna.  
 
    Her face was puffy from crying, still more tears trickling down her cheeks, the pretty blue eyes so like her brother’s nearly swollen shut at this point. She cradled Rune’s head in both palms, and Oliver wondered if she was remembering him as a baby, when his fragile little skull had been small enough to fit cupped in one hand.  
 
    Unsure if he would be welcome to do so or not, Oliver put an arm around her shoulders. To his surprise, she leaned into him immediately; dropped her head heavily down onto his shoulder. She had to be exhausted, terror and impending grief compounding the natural fatigue of the night’s festivities.  
 
    “He’ll be all right,” Oliver whispered. “You lot are all too stubborn to let something as mundane as a knife get the best of you.” 
 
    She breathed out a congested chuckle. “Bless you, lamb.” 
 
    When Oliver lifted his head, Erik was studying them, his expression quietly devastated. Oliver had never wanted to go to him so badly. But he stroked Revna’s shoulder, and let her shudder against him while Olaf tied off the bandages.  
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    It was funny the way everything could change in the span of a night.  
 
    As the first blush of dawn stained the horizon shell-pink, Oliver chafed his gloved hands together against the cold and watched his breath steam before his face. It would be a glorious sunrise, once it began, the sky cloudless and smooth as a black pottery bowl overhead. He stood dressed in last night’s feast clothes, the same ensemble that Erik had unlaced and shoved down and stripped off of him. His hair was a rumpled mess – he’d caught only a passing glimpse in the mirror on his way out – but the braids had survived, beads clicking together faintly as he shivered.  
 
    Revna stood beside him, close enough that their shoulders kept brushing; she’d dried her eyes, washed her face, and looked now like carven stone, drawn and cold.  
 
    On her other side, Leif stood tall and stoic, a new hardness to his face.  
 
    On the other side of the yard, the select few lords who’d been roused for the purpose of bearing witness breathed into their hands or stomped their feet, most of them worse for the night’s drink: Lord Askr, Lord Ingvar, and, to Oliver’s surprise, young Lord Náli, the Corpse Lord.  
 
    Fitting, he supposed, if only in name.  
 
    A block had been set up in the center of the training yard, old, and heavy, and patinaed with old stains.  
 
    Erik stood cloaked in black fur, his hair in wild disarray and lifting in the breeze. One bare, ringed hand rested on the head of a massive, wicked axe, the end of the handle planted in the snow. It was no woodsman’s axe, but the sort of thing Northmen carried into war. The glacial fury on his face brooked no dissent.  
 
    A rattle of chains sounded, and the prisoner was led forward. 
 
    Bjorn held Ormr by one arm, and Ragnar held the other, marching him up to the block. Ormr didn’t make it difficult, though; with his hands bound in manacles before him, he walked with head erect, gaze defiant. He almost looked – proud, of what he’d done, Oliver thought with a wave of revulsion.  
 
    Beside him, Revna sucked in a breath.  
 
    When they reached the block, Bjorn shoved him roughly down to his knees, pushed his chest forward onto it, and held him in place with a boot between his shoulder blades.  
 
    Birger, his gray hair sleep-rumpled, and his beard not much better, stepped forward, face grave. “Do you understand the crime of which you are accused?” 
 
    Ormr craned his neck just far enough to smirk up at the advisor.  
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Birger said, grimly. “You face, then, the punishment of a man accused of attempting to murder a crown prince and heir of Aeretoll. Justice will be meted out by King Erik Frodeson. May the Val-Father take you – if he’ll even have you.” The last was muttered with disgust, and then Birger stepped back. 
 
    And Erik stepped forward. 
 
    With the sinuous, rolling gait of a predator, Erik walked around the kneeling prisoner, lifted his axe to his shoulder, and settled into position, feet braced apart. His awesome strength was evident in every line of his body as he lifted the axe – and brought it down. 
 
    Oliver forced himself to watch, only flinching a little, biting hard on the inside of his cheek.  
 
    Blood fountained in rhythmic jets, flowing with the last throb-throb-throb of Ormr’s dying heart.  
 
    The head rolled across the snow, the smirk replaced now by the last wide-eyed gape of pain and shock.  
 
    Erik handed the bloodied axe to Bjorn, turned, and walked silently back into the palace.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The great hall was deserted this early; the servants had finally cleared the last of the night’s drinking detritus, and only a few candles burned, set well away from the glittering, decorated fir tree that would be taken down today. In the silvery, pre-dawn glow, the garlands and wreaths and ribbons and baubles all struck Erik as needlessly gaudy.  
 
    He was halfway across the floor when Ragnar’s voice sounded behind him. “I am sorry, cousin. You must know that.” 
 
    Erik ground to a halt. He could still feel the axe handle against his palms; could still feel the rippling impact of blade meeting bone and flesh in his elbows, and shoulders, and back. He took a careful breath before he turned around, and found Ragnar a dozen paces away, his posture – like it had been in the surgery – without resistance or aggression. Open and willing to accept whatever wrath was thrown his way. “Must I?” 
 
    “Ormr is dead,” Ragnar said, “and I’m on my way now to gather the rest of my men. We’ll leave before the rest of the palace is awake.” He edged a step closer. “I didn’t mean for this to happen, Erik. I like Rune, always have. And” – the first note of steel in his voice – “if I wanted to challenge your rule, I would call you out myself. I’m not a Beserkir to slink along shadowy roadways and send assassins after princes.”  
 
    Erik didn’t respond.  
 
    Ragnar continued. “But what happened proves what I told you before: there is unrest in the Waste. There are those who no longer trust Aeretoll to stand watch on the border with the South. You have to come to the festival, and you have to bring Oliver. You have to prove yourself.” 
 
    “I have to prove myself,” Erik repeated, his tone flat. His hands curled, and he wanted the weight of the axe in them, steadying them, grounding him. “I’ve ruled this kingdom for twenty-three years, through the longest spell of peace the North has ever known, but I have to prove myself.” 
 
    Ragnar’s head titled back, eyes pale as a snowbank in the low light. “What’s more important? Your pride? Or the people you love?” 
 
    Erik suppressed a growl – barely. 
 
    “You’ve made your decisions, Erik,” Ragnar said. “And decisions have consequences, like it or not.” When Erik kept silent, he said, “Bring your lover to the gathering of the clans. Let them all see what you have seen in him. I’ll even vouch for him myself. But.” He took a step back, half-turning to retreat. “You cannot continue with things as they are now. You know you can’t.” He put his back to Erik, and walked away.  
 
    Erik thought of the blood on the snow outside, and wondered how much more he would have to spill in the days and weeks to come.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Before breakfast, Oliver went to tell Tessa what had happened.  
 
    “Oh, gods,” Hilda exclaimed, clapping both hands over her mouth and then speaking through them. “Not the prince! Oh, his poor mother. Will he – is he…?” 
 
    Tessa sank down slowly onto the edge of the bed, face gone pale, clutching the bedpost with one hand.  
 
    “He’s still alive,” Oliver said. “He’s still in Olaf’s surgery, but I think they plan to move him to his own room later today.” 
 
    “Oh my.” Hilda shook her head, her eyes flooding with tears that she dashed with the towel draped over her shoulder. “Oh, this is terrible. And then the king having to do that. Just terrible.” 
 
    Oliver’s attention was on his cousin. Tessa stared into the middle distance, breathing through parted lips. He saw the moment determination overtook her: the way her jaw firmed, and her shoulders squared, and she stood, no longer unsteady.  
 
    She met his gaze. “I need to go to Revna. She’ll be a mess.” 
 
    “A bit of one, yes.” 
 
    Tessa nodded and reached for her mantle. “She’s down in the surgery?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Right. Hilda, let’s go down and see if there’s any food we can take to her. She won’t have eaten, I imagine.” 
 
    “Yes, my lady.” Hilda sounded eager to have something productive to do.  
 
    Oliver saw them both off down the hallway, but didn’t follow, his own steps slowing and eventually halting, as if mired in deep mud. Below, he could hear the palace beginning to stir, the deep, resonant murmurs as if a great machine were at work, people bustling about, lighting fires, starting breakfast, seeing to the needs of all their many guests.  
 
    Oliver stood before a window, and he turned his head to look out through the leaded panes, across the smoke-blue fields, and the spiky tree tops of the forest beyond. The sun was just breaking over the mountains in molten golds and pinks, a spill of warm light across a cold, cold landscape.  
 
    Each time he blinked, he saw Ormr’s head tumbling across the snow.  
 
    When his eyes were open, he couldn’t stop envisioning the look on Erik’s face, afterward.  
 
    Doubtless there were even now meetings being thrown together, lords being gathered to discuss what had happened. There would be dozens of people vying for Erik’s attention today, and he probably ought to be down in the great hall now, Birger on one side of him and Bjorn on the other, a reassuring, kingly presence amidst these troubling times. 
 
    But some instinct tugged Oliver the other direction, and he made his way slowly toward the royal apartments, instead.  
 
    The guard shift had changed, and the two at the door nodded to him in silent greeting, and let him pass between them through the door. The common room was empty, the fire all but burned out. Without pausing, Oliver made his way to Erik’s chambers and, after only a moment’s hesitation, let himself inside without knocking.  
 
    The gold-pink dawn light fell on the rumpled bedclothes that gave evidence to their quick departure, the depressions left by two heads marking the places where they’d slept, so close together, only a few hours ago. 
 
    Erik sat slumped in an armchair before the fire, bent forward at the waist, forearms braced on his thighs, the curved line of his back one of doubt, and worry.  
 
    He glanced over, fleetingly, when Oliver entered, but didn’t speak – only held out a hand, after a moment. A silent request that tugged hard at Oliver’s gut, and had him crossing the room in a hurry. He slid his palm into Erik’s, and with his other hand he tucked a messy, silver-streaked braid behind the king’s ear. Erik leaned into the motion of his fingers, so he kept stroking his hair, smoothing it back from his brow and down the back of his skull. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Oliver said, feeling helpless, not knowing what else to say. “Erik, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Erik took an unsteady breath, his face lined, stripped naked of all the fury and hardness he’d worn in the surgery, and in the yard. He wasn’t trying to hide anything from Oliver, here where they were alone together, and that show of trust was staggering.  
 
    “You were right, about his stubbornness.” One corner of his mouth flicked in a poor attempt at a smile. “Rune’s young, and strong, and if anyone can pull through such a thing, it’s him.” He sobered, and his voice grew thick. “And it’s me who should be apologizing to you.” 
 
    “Whatever for?” 
 
    Erik turned his head to look at him fully now, looking up at him. His hand tightened on Oliver’s, and the other hooked in the front of Oliver’s belt, holding him still; Oliver sensed it was a grip that was more for Erik’s comfort than his own, given his troubled expression; wide, pleading eyes shifted back and forth over Oliver’s face.  
 
    “I’m sorry for what I’m about to ask you, Oliver. My cousin is an asshole, and he’s wrong about many things – but in this instance, unfortunately, I think he’s right. 
 
    “I set out for the Midwinter Festival in the Waste in three days’ time, and I must be there, after what I’ve done today. And I must take you with me.” 
 
    Oliver let the words wash over him. Tried to absorb them. “What?” 
 
    Erik sighed, thumb smoothing back and forth across Oliver’s belt buckle. “By marking you out as special to me, I confirmed what the Waste clans are apparently all thinking and whispering about: that I am, quite literally, in bed with the South.” 
 
    Oliver threw a glance toward the rumpled sheets. “Last I checked, it was just you and me in bed together. I didn’t notice the whole rest of the South last night.” 
 
    Erik flicked another smile. “I know, but that’s how they see it. Probably some of my own people see it that way as well.” 
 
    “But I’m only a bastard,” Oliver said, weakly.  
 
    Erik gave his belt a tug, expression firming. “You are mine. And I will not have it said that you are anything less than the highly-esteemed, brilliant, beautiful object of my deepest affection.” 
 
    All the air left Oliver’s lungs. “Oh,” he whispered, swaying forward a half-step, so that he stood between Erik’s parted knees.  
 
    “I won’t pretend that it isn’t dangerous, and I wish I could spare you such a long, cold trip,” Erik said with obvious regret. “But I fear Ragnar is right: we have to prove that you are not some Southern agent come to whisper in my ear. We have to prove that, whatever my dealings with Drakewell, I am still loyal, above all, to the North and its people.” 
 
    Deepest affection. The wild, brilliant thing was that Oliver could see that – could see it shining in his blue eyes. He would have agreed to anything in that moment, he thought, and so it was easy to say, “I understand.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Of course I do. I can’t very well ask you to defend my homeland with your armies if I’m not willing to defend your honor with my presence now, can I?” He offered a smile. 
 
    One Erik returned with one of his own, equal parts soft and concerned. He shook his head, fractionally. “Still, I would ask your forgiveness. I’ve been rash – foolish. No better than my idiot nephews.” 
 
    Oh, sweetheart, Oliver thought, chest squeezing. He rasped his thumb along Erik’s short beard. “No. You’ve been a prince. A king, actually” – that earned a widening of Erik’s smile – “and – barring one or two regrettable moments of buffoonery” – that earned a chuckle – “I couldn’t have asked for a more gracious host. Or a better friend.” 
 
    “Friend is an interesting word for it,” Erik drawled, but the softness of his gaze told Oliver that he understood – that there was friendship between them, along with the more heated desires and emotions.  
 
    “I’ve never had a friend,” Oliver admitted, too honest, a sudden lump forming in his throat. “Not ever. Not until I came here.” 
 
    The hand at his belt shifted to his waist, squeezing. “You have them now.” 
 
    “I know. And I am – so grateful for that.” Oliver left off petting Erik’s hair so he could frame his strong jaw in both palms. “I’m coming to the festival with you, and I’ll do whatever it takes to prove that I’m on your side – on your people’s side. And Rune will get better, and Leif will be duke, and you’ll be stupid with summer wines and silks, then, what with all the free trade.” He knew his attempted smile wobbled with emotion, but he didn’t feel like he had to hide that. “Now. Will you do me a favor?” 
 
    “Anything,” came the immediate answer. 
 
    “Will you be honest when I ask you how you’re doing right now?” 
 
    Erik lifted a brow.  
 
    “You’ve just killed a man.” 
 
    “I’ve killed lots of men,” he said, winding both arms around Oliver’s waist and pulling him down to straddle his lap. He glanced toward the fire, while Oliver continued to stroke his beard. Quietly: “It’s easier in battle, though. Executions are…intimate.” 
 
    Oliver shivered, and turned Erik’s face back toward himself so he could look into his eyes, full of so many things, least of all regret.  
 
    “I didn’t want to have to do that,” Erik admitted.  
 
    “I know.” Oliver kissed his forehead. “You can always tell me that sort of thing, you know. You don’t have to be the king when you’re alone with me. You can just be you.” 
 
    Erik hummed a noncommittal response; then tangled a hand in Oliver’s hair and brought their mouths together for a kiss. Slow and soft and aimless. It felt like seeking comfort.  
 
    After, Erik rested their foreheads together. His breath was warm across Oliver’s lips, his arms tight around his waist, his warmth bleeding slowly into Oliver’s body in every place they touched.  
 
    A log shifted in the grate. 
 
    The muted sounds of a busy palace drifted up from below. 
 
    But here now, it was only them, and this peace they’d found, impossibly, against all odds, in one another.  
 
    “Three days?” Oliver asked. 
 
    “Three days.” 
 
    Oliver took a deep breath. “I’ll be ready.”  
 
    “And you won’t be alone,” Erik assured. “Not again.” 
 
    A trip awaited them, political maneuvering. There was a marriage contract to write, lords to charm; the Sels still occupied the Crownlands, and Rune lay now fighting for his life. So much was uncertain.  
 
    But here now, with the fire crackling, holding one another, Oliver felt – for the very first time – not like a bastard, or a disgrace, or a sickly disappointment…but like someone who was wanted. And maybe, he thought, with the faintest stirring of hope, he’d finally found the place where he belonged.  
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