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I.  PROLOGUE – The Hunt Begins
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The world was yet blanketed under a fresh fall of snow from the prior day. Within the warmth of Castle Elsinor, Frans Amlethson, only a babe, clutched his mother’s bosom, in search of food and warmth.  Lucien Yorric ran down the hall to see the infant prince but was stopped at the door by a kindly woman.  

Lucien Yorric was only five and was excited to yet be permitted to roam freely in the castle. Although it was yet early, the kitchens below smelled of warm pies and fresh soup. This day I will become a man he thought. This day he was to ride out with the other men and his father, to hunt, or rather to be present for a hunt. He could barely contain his excitement for the fat joy of this day. In truth, this day would teach him how thin the world truly could be.

They rode out before dawn, breath ghosting from men and horses alike, the snow packed hard enough to carry iron. The forest carried sound poorly that morning. Hoofbeats dulled too quickly, voices seemed to sink rather than travel, and even the birds had gone quiet, as if winter itself were listening with care.

The King led them — Amleth Godfredsen, broad as a doorframe, laughing into the cold as if winter were a thing to be bested by voice alone. Twelve grown men followed, and one boy who counted himself as a thirteenth.

Yorric rode behind Elkinsen, fingers buried in the man’s fur-lined cloak, his father riding close enough that the boy could hear the creak of leather and the slow, measured breath that had always meant safety. Wolves had taken sheep along the border; then a deer. The King had sworn there would be no more.

As they rode through the forest Elkinsen told tales of past hunts, old glories which both flattered the King and Lucien’s father, Ordin Yorric. Among them, he recounted for the hundredth time the tale of how Yorric, a warrior from the east, had come to serve the King. 

His father was a foreigner in these lands and had first met King Godfred on the field of battle. A slave conscript, he had fought against the King and at one point disarmed him, only to knocked from a cliffs edge by the grace of an unmanned horse. 

The King had decreed his salvation an act of divine providence and yet, when the battle was won, he had the humility to seek out the man who so nearly ended his life. He found him wounded and unconscious along the banks of the river. Looking upon this foreign soldier, proud and true and understanding as he did his enemies recruitment tactics, he ordered the man brought to Elsinor for mending. 

What followed in the days and weeks thereafter was the fostering of a shared admiration and loyalty which not only saw Yorric admitted to the King’s own guard but in time, elevated to a position in the King’s army that was second only to the King’s own brother.  

“Perhaps one day his son will rise even higher within the court?”, teased Elkinsen, as the story ended. 

“Perhaps”, whispered Lucien under his breath. 

It was near dusk when they found the carcass. The deer lay split and opened, ribs chewed clean, its neck twisted nearly backward. Two sets of tracks led away from it, broad and deep, pressed hard into the snow.

Old Yorric dismounted and knelt, gloved fingers brushing the torn hide. He looked up to the sky. “It grows late,” he said. “Clouds carry weight today. Best we turn back before they decide what to do with us.”

The King smiled at Young Yorric, a sharp thing in the failing light. “We are already here, with thirteen brave men and a King!”

Young Yorric felt his chest fill with pride. 

The King ordered them split — six to follow each trail.

Yorric felt Elkinsen shift beneath him. “Nothing to fear,” the man said easily, patting the boy’s knee. “You’ll have a tale to tell tonight.”

Old Yorric leaned close. “To become a man,” he told his son softly, “is to learn to laugh in the face of death.”

Young Yorric heard these words, intended to give him comfort but they did not settle right in his heart. What happens when death laughs back, he thought but dare not say. Long had he been told to hold such quips, else he be thought of as little more than a fool by serious men.  

They followed the left-hand tracks into a clearing hollowed by stone and wind, their group led by Old Yorric, while the King’s group followed the other. A cave yawned at its center, dark as a mouth that had long forgotten words. The air around it felt wrong — warmer than it should have been, damp with a scent like old iron and wet fur. Young Yorric felt the sudden, childish certainty that the cave was not empty, and had not been for a very long time.

At the entrance lay signs of struggle — churned snow, blood sprayed wide, and the broken body of a great bear, ribs crushed inward as if by hands too strong to belong to any beast they knew.

Elkinsen dismounted first. “Mind my horse Yorric, lest a wolf should startle it”, he said. 

He took two steps into the cave.

There was a roar. It was deep, wet, wrong and beneath it something else: a sound too shaped to be a beast’s voice, too pleased to be pain. A single cry cut short so suddenly it seemed swallowed rather than ended.

Then silence. The snow began to fall again, slow and deliberate. Old Yorric called his man’s name, “Elkinsen, what say you?”.

There was only silence, then something flew from the cave.

It struck young Yorric full in the chest and knocked him from the horse. The animal screamed and bolted from the cave into the trees, too fast to see clearly. Yorric hit the ground hard, snow knocked from his lungs. The party dismounted and many ran to him, others bore swords towards the cave.  

Young Yorric lifted his head from the snow and clutched at the object. He found himself clutching Elkinsen’s head, still warm, beard stiff with blood, eyes wide as if surprised to be alone. He screamed. Elkinsen’s mouth twitched once, as if trying to finish a joke it had started that morning.

The men closed around him. The wind sharpened. The beast burst from the trees. It struck a horse first, tearing into it with such force that the animal came apart, rider and all, innards steaming in the cold. Horses screamed and fled. Men scattered. Steel rang once and was gone.

It moved too fast.

“A giant wolf!” one cried.

“No — a bear!”

“Yet It walks like a man!” cried another.

Young Yorric pressed his hands to his ears. His father stood before him, sword raised, breath steady.

For a moment, the world slowed. Yorric saw his father’s shoulders tighten, saw the snow settle on his cloak as gently as ash.

Then blood exploded outward from his father’s chest and rained down upon Young Yorric’s head, like a dark baptism.

He felt warmth everywhere, then an icy cold, a numbness that consumed him whole.

Men were taken — dragged screaming into the trees, cut short, pulled apart. The blizzard thickened, snow swallowing sound and shape alike.

Yorric stood alone in a field of ruin, still cradling the head.

The creature circled slowly and then lowered itself before him, close now — low to the ground, teeth bared, breath steaming, eyes fixed on his.

And then, from the dark cave, came laughter. A woman’s laughter — sharp, delighted, wrong. It was not mocking. It was approving.

Yorric looked at what remained of his father, then into the face of the beast. 

Yorric laughed. He began laughing, though he did not know why and he continued to laugh uncontrollably. 

He laughed because the sound answered the sound. He laughed because something inside him understood that silence would be worse. He laughed until his ribs hurt, until his teeth chattered, until the sound joined the wind as if it had always been waiting there.

The creature tilted its head in contemplation. A whistle passed through the forest and with it, the beast vanished.

In the snow where it had stood, there were no tracks — only a smoothness, as if the ground itself had decided to forget.

For an hour the boy lay shaking in the snow, laughter leaking from him in broken fits, answering whispers only he could hear.

When the King’s men found him, he was still laughing, still cradling Elkinsen’s bloody head.

Amleth Godfredsen carried him back to Elsinor wrapped in furs meant for princes. He was bathed in hot water, fed honeyed broth, held while the laughter burned itself raw.

It never left him.

Years passed. Yorric learned when to bow, when to grin, when to speak sideways so truth could hide inside mirth. If he spoke plainly of what he had seen, they called him mad. If he laughed, they called him a fool. Only when he joked, mocked or played the fool were others put at ease. 

For what ever reason, the King allowed him to stay at Elsinor. Some said it was mercy. Others said the King feared what the boy might say if sent away.

Yorric never asked which was true.

The Queen, gentle Gertrude, affirmed it.

And so Yorric took the only place the world would give him. In time, he made the halls of Elsinor ring with laughter.

He would play the fool for the court and was ever near to delight young Frans, Rozencratz or Ophelia until they and the other children of the court outgrew him. 

He would fill all his days and nights with laughter be in joyous or manic. Sometimes, when the night was silent and the castle slept, he swore the shadows would laugh along with him. 
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II.  ​GERTRUDE — The Morning Dawn
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The maid curtsied and made to linger, but Gertrude’s palm gave a quiet cut of air.

“Go now. And send no one till I call.”

The woman withdrew. Another maid slipped in behind her with a copper tub steaming faintly and a folded cloth white as a burial wrap. She set them by the bed, eyes kept low, and, as quickly, vanished. Silence gathered again, thick as wool.

A Queen must never ask, she thought, her Father’s cold words echoing in her mind. Gertrude crossed to the shutters. Their iron latch was cold and stubborn; when it lifted, echoing the cold touch of the air. Soon it will be winter she thought. 

The morning entered on a breath, mist dragging itself across the battlements, the sea below arguing with the cliff, a gull’s lone cry cleaving the air which hung heavy like damp cloth. The early light, gray and sallow as old bone, stretched out along the floorboards and climbed the bed as Getrude opened the shutters.

It moved up the side of the bed and slowly, it found what remained of his face.

She had looked upon nothing else all night and yet the sight still unstitched her so. The cheek exposed beneath the bandages showed a welted seam; the brow carried a thicket of new, angry lines. One eye—ever her son’s—drowsed under its lid in fever-thick sleep; the other, the pale one, took the light and kept it, a cold coin reflecting back the light in the room, through an eyelid which would not be fully closed, ever watchful. She felt both love and something resembling terror.  

His lips were still soft, familiar, the mouth that had once fastened to her breast and, later, pouted at Latin declensions no tutor could sweeten. She remembered those first days, after his birth, when she would gaze upon him in hopes of catching the earliest attempts at a smile. The maids had sought to suckle him on another’s breast, to relieve her of those most holy and intimate moments which somehow are so oft defined a monarch. ‘I will not be without him!’, she had decreed to all who tended her. Her breath snagged. The words were as true then as they were now. 

“My heart,” she said, barely sound. “My only heart, I will not be without you.”

Somehow the fresh air stirred the old. The room was layered the smells of long tending: tallow and vinegar, old smoke baked into tapestries, the brine that crept up from the sea, bruised herbs hammered in a mortar till their oils ran, the smell of urine that lingered from where the old bedding had been left upon the floorboards. She wrung a fresh cloth in the warmed water, the steam touched her face, a ghost’s gentle hand. She set the cloth to her son’s temple. A man now but ever her boy.

Heat lifted off him in waves, an unholy kind. Sweat had glazed his hair and pooled along the line of the bandage; she caught it with the cloth, wrung, pressed again. The rhythm steadied her—unfasten, smooth, lift, cool—an old liturgy of care.

He was ever a muddy child, she thought. Her memory rose unbidden, green and loud: a small boy with reeds in his boots, running home from the lower field where new lambs bleated, his tunic spattered black with fresh earth. After sparring with his father and riding upon Yorric’s back home, he came in apple-cheeked, stung by praise and bruised by love, the wooden sword still clamped in his fist as if it were a right he had been born to. 

Other days he raced young Lord Rosencrantz’s boy along the orchard wall, the two of them shrieking, bright and heedless; he would return with skinned knees and a grin too large for his face. 

Her thought returned to darker days. The time he climbed a dead ash that had no business bearing any child, least of all a fearless prince. When its rot gave way, it brought him down like a badly kept promise. Had it not been for little Roz raising the alarm, he might have ended there. For three days the house held its breath. She watched then as now, slept sitting up in the chair by his bed, spoke to God in those small bargaining words mothers find, and when God kept his silence, she went where whispers told her help might be had to the older Gods and Spirits of her Childhood.

The cliff path had been slick with salt that day. Beyond the barley, beyond the last low ring of shepherd huts, the stone leaned out into the sea and a cave bit the cliff in a mouth without teeth. The woman who met her there—old as driftwood, hands the colour of peat, adorned in robes of green—took her copper coin and her fear together, and set out bundles of willow-bark, comfrey, a pinch of blue salt that smoked when water touched it. “Healers bleed,” the woman had said, lip curling. “The Mother binds.” Gertrude bound. 

She laid leaves where fever licked, chanted where the woman taught her to breathe, and marked his forehead with three damp fingers while the tide worked its counting below. She headed the woman and called upon the old prayers and ways of her mother’s passed, which she had too long forsaken in favour of a kinder God. She willed his return raging against the pull of the fates. Until one day something—Gods or salt or stubbornness—relented. Her boy woke, cowlick bright as a spark, and asked for bread dipped in honey.

She pressed the cloth to his cheek now and told herself this would be the same. Although their summons was later than they might have expected, the physicians had bled him and cut him; they had buzzed about like gray bees, humming their terms—sepsis, trauma, trepan—while she stood, the hive around her roaring. She had given consent in a thousand small nods, for stitches, for salves, for poultices that stank of iron. Science and old ways together—she would not disdain a tool if it could mend. She and dearest Ophelia had given all of themselves in the battle to return their most beloved and had called the Doctor’s to aid when he did not awake. Somewhere in the sum of all this, there must be mercy.

She drew down the sheet.

The bandages along his ribs were the yellowed white of last winter’s linen. Beneath, the skin showed mismatched tones in islands and rivers—here pale as cream, there browned by some other sun. A lattice of threads crossed him, tidy in their cruel way. The work had been exact, if not on the first pass, then on the second. Each stitch had been necessary. She laid her palm against his sternum, felt the staggered drum there, and told herself he was whole. He is till my own, she thought and prayed.

“Sleep, sweeting,” she murmured. “Be at ease.”

The sea answered for him, striking the cliff with a hollow sound. Somewhere distant a bell was rung, or perhaps it was only her own blood counting. She lifted the cloth again, passed it over his throat where, just under the jaw, a scar tugged the skin into a thought of a smile. A master surgeon’s work. A saving mark. She would name it thus and thus it would be.

“Madam?” The maid had not truly left; she hovered, half a shadow in the door. “Shall I fetch the leeches as Master Kent bid?”

“Not yet.” Gertrude did not turn. “Leave us. And send word to the chapel that a candle be kept for him till the noon.”

“Yes, Your Grace.” The door sighed shut.

Her hand was steady until she looked at his eye again—the pale one, newly bright under the mist’s gray light—and saw herself made small in it, a queen no larger than a nail’s half-moon. It startled her how that eye refused her, how it did not cloud as a fevered eye should but held its coin-bright watch. She touched her own throat.

“You shall wake,” she told the room, as if the stones themselves required convincing. “If in this only, heed your Queen.”

The cloth cooled. She dipped it, wrung it. The water in the tub had already fallen from its steam, growing another skin across its surface that broke when her hand went through. She thought of the weeks—long darks and longer dawns, the court’s porous silence, rumours slipping in like drafts under a door. Of men returned from the countryside with stories of torches and pasture gates hammered open, of taxmen turned back with stones. Of messengers from the coast with bad winter on their hems, speaking in the slippery way of men newly important. Of a crown upon a brow that had not been born to it and yet had borne worse.

She would not think on that. The mind is a horse: rein it wrong and it runs. Better to quieten it softly than to fight it’s power she reminded herself.

And then he moved. Only a finger, a flutter, but the jolt of it raced her up her spine. She leaned in.

“My prince? Love? My Frans?”

His lashes quivered. The good eye opened to a narrow dawn. The other stayed fixed, mirroring the light as if it loved no one. His mouth worked, struck at words that would not be caught.

“Mother,” he said at last, the sound hardly there. “Is’t... night?”

“It is morning, lamb.” The cloth went to his lips, an old instinct, catching the thirst before the plea. “You have slept and sweated your fevers. I pray we are through the worst.”

He winced—as if through a remembered noise—and then stilled, listening to the castle as he used to listen to his father’s steps coming down the corridor with the long, assured stride. He turned his face a fraction, toward the shutters where the light widened its claim, then toward the chamber’s far corner, where the tapestries hung too still and shadow yet clung.

“Do you hear it?” His voice was paper. “There is—” He frowned, that old princely crease, and for a heartbeat the boy in him flashed, stubborn, handsome. “—a calling.”

“Only the sea. It scolds the cliff every day for standing.” She smiled, though it cost her to do so. “Lie quiet.”

He closed his eye again and the muscles of his jaw loosened. The breath left him in a long thread. She counted three, four, five of those thin offerings, and in each found something to live for.

“Thy father used to say the sea keeps our counsel,” she said, not meaning to speak of him and finding she could not stop now that she had begun. “When thou wast small, he would bring thee in dripping, and the floor bore the shapes of thy feet like small pale fish. He taught thee to hold a sword not as a stick to bludgeon but as a line to draw the world with. Do you remember?” She touched his hair, coarse and mismatched now where it had grown wrong. “Nay; hush. Rest.”

The room thickened again. She worked—the cloth, the water, the slow inventory of a body claimed and reclaimed—and told herself a mother’s two hands were the first and last sure science the world had ever known.

When she lifted the sheet to change the binding at his side, her fingers hesitated. The stitches there were finer than the rest, a seam a tailor might envy, and the skin under them, where it showed, refused to decide if it belonged to winter or summer. Will he be Winter or Summer she wondered. The breath she drew went shallow; a tremor braided through it. She fixed the bandage with a knot the Elsinor sailors use, neat and simple. She would not look for meaning where only mending ought to be.

His lips parted. A whisper came—no word, only a sound like a name worn thin with use—and in it she heard many things: a promise once made, a promise kept too far, and the small cry of a child falling from a rotten tree into the arms that would not fail him. She leaned, her ear near his mouth, as if she could catch the thread and spool it back into life.

“Hush,” she said, though he had made no noise. “Sleep. I am here.”

Outside, the gull cried again. The newly formed fog pressed its face to the window, curious as any servant. Somewhere deep in the castle a bell began to toll the hour, and, one by one, the echoes took it up, until the sound became a long spine of iron ringing through stone.

She pressed the cloth to his brow and did not move until the last echo died.
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III.  ​​AMLETHSEN — The Fevered Well



[image: ]




Darkness spoke first.

It had the sound of earth pressed close, a lid lowered, the muffled bass of thunder walking some far road. He knew only the weight of it—the press at his ribs, the cold on his teeth—and then a tremor came through the dark as if ropes had taken hold below him. He rose. The black thinned to a bruised purple. Somewhere above, iron scraped stone; somewhere nearer, men shouted and metal kissed metal and fled. He heard a twisted laughter and the growling of a beast. He lifted toward the light like a bucket up a well, and just as the circle whitened and grew, he struck some unseen lip and broke.

Light bled into a shape. A figure leaned over him.

It was Gertrude. It was his beloved. It was his Queen. It was his mother. He felt a rush of love and relief. 

Gertrude’s face came as faces come in dreams—nearer than breath, each lash accounted for. Without her crown she was a different creature: hair unbound beneath a linen coif, cheeks hollowed by watching, the little line at her mouth deeper than his memory had left it. She had the look of a woman who had been awake when other people prayed and at prayer when other people slept. He knew that look. He had given it to her before.

“Peace, sweeting,” she said, the words warmed at the edges by the morning’s mist. “Be still.”

It struck him, from some bright childish place, how her body bent itself to him—how the queen who held court like a winter star had softened into a woman again, mother-small and earnest. When last he’d seen her, true last, she had been all iron and frost and rings heavy as law; she had kept him at a measured distance as tutors and councils and the serious weather of kingship moved between them. But here she was with no barrier but a cloth and a breath. Here there was between them a stillness that mirrored the gentle calm of their first meeting.

Where is Father? he meant to ask. The thought went through him like a bird through a hedge and was tangled there.

Pain split him.

It was not one pain but many—fine as hair, coarse as rope—pulling different ways across him till the world turned grainy and went away. He came to again with a cool compress at his brow. The cloth smelled of willow and something sharper, a blue salt he could taste when she tipped the spoon to his mouth. The liquid found his tongue like a river remembers a bed.

“Softly,” she murmured. “A little more.” Her hand under his head was deft and older than he recalled. “Good boy.”

He swallowed, and the pain unknotted a place or two, enough that he could breathe around it. Sleep came like a thick blanket thrown from a height.

He fell, and the falling became an ocean. He was lost to dream once more. 

Beneath the surface, the world was voices. Nurses spoke as if wrapped in wool, the syllables swelled by water and broken. The physician’s hum threaded through them, a busy grey sound like bees in a wall. He heard his mother’s whisper float above—O mercy, let him—then a softer voice joined, Ophelia’s bell-struck tone. He could not make the words, only the cadences, the way grief has a grammar. His mother’s voice again: “—for what thou hast given—” and “—thy sacrifice—” and Ophelia laughed, which was wrong, which echoed, which turned on its stem and became not-laughter but a sound that made the dark grow teeth.

The water brightened. Heat rose from below, first pleasant as a bath, then climbing to a coil that seared. He was pulled up, broke the skin of that burning sea, and the surface itself had taken fire. The air wobbled with heat. 

Naked, he lay beneath the supple naked body of sweet Ophelia as she moved above him, her hair a black banner, her mouth a grief he recognized and did not. Around her, a ring of figures stood in red robes, hooded like penitents, flames feathering their faces and making them people of light and absence both. Daggers in hand their blood dripped from their palms, and they chanted. He rubbed his eyes but the light bit harder as if it were blade, and the shadows came alive and stuttered, and one hood tipped back and it was his uncle’s face looking down, grave and beautiful, and a pang went through him that had nothing of wound in it and everything of warning. Another hood turned, and the light found his mother’s cheek and the shame scorched him more than the fire had. He tried to call out to Ophelia, now blood drenched as she writhed chanting on top of him to stop. Her face shifted, the flesh melted from her and exposed a wretched skull which yet bore enough flesh to smile, as she writhed upon his manhood. He tried to scream but in lieu or words only hollow breath, as he was again pulled down through the bed by a host of demonic hands. 
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