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  Hope is the thing with feathers

Alaric


Snow writhed in my hold, kicking and screaming on top of her lungs, ire burning out of her gilded eyes that were spilling with such angry tears. Tears I knew were going to pierce this very earth one day. “I’m going to gut you!” she screamed at Renick, the entire skies screaming with her, pouring with violent thunder that shook awake the very dead snow beneath my feet. “I’m going to rip you apart!” Her chest rose so fast it nearly burst, her nails clawing skin. Not mine. Her own. Because she was never really as angry at anyone else as she was angry at herself. For not being able to do anything despite what was being done to her. 
“You little Olympian bitch!” Renick roared, limping on his foot which I was sure Snow had broken. He nearly heaved over from the pain that had to be blinding because the man had turned a shade similar to the dead.
“Now, why would you go and do that, kid?” I murmured in her ear, pulling her back even though she was near to breaking my arms, too. This little thing was like thunder trapped inside a bottle. And you couldn’t trap thunder in a fucking bottle.
“He hurt Rora,” she cried out, nearly launching out of my arms in his direction had I not tied a leg around her.
When Renick managed to straighten, the motherfucker pointed a shaky finger at her even though he looked like he was about to lay an egg from fear. “I’m going to break both of her feet for this. Can’t wait to get my hands on your precious little sister.”
He suddenly flew back before I could shove my fist down his throat, a breath whooshed out of him when his back met the castle walls hard enough to shake them.
Sam fisted his shirt, towering nearly a foot over Renick. “Feeling big and brave picking on a kid?”
Colour returned in Renick’s face. Anger and frustration stained his face red. “She’s my charge. I am to do whatever I want to do with her.”
“Yeah?” Sam growled, grabbing his jaw hard. “Go on then.” He patted Renick’s cheek so hard the bruise was already showing. “Come on, Renick. Fucking show me!”
“You’re a dog,” Renick hissed in Sam’s face even though he flinched every time Sam drew a breath. “A paid dog. A bought dog. Just a dog. You can’t hurt me, you filthy Solaryan bastard.”
Sam’s hand tightened around Renick’s neck. “And you think my loyalty is to you?”
“It’s to your king,” Renick muttered, turning red from the lack of air.
Sam drew him back and crashed Renick against the wall so hard I heard his spine crack. “And since when are you my king?”
“No,” a distant voice echoed. “But I am.”
Sam froze, his hands shaking as he let go of Renick and pulled back a step, lowering his head in Silas’s direction, in defeat more than in respect.
My skin chilled when Renick threw his head back and cackled with satisfaction. “Now you’ll see what makes us different,” he said, straightening himself. 
Silas bent down to Snow’s level, and every fiber in my body urged me to stay still, to not pull her away from his attention. “Again and again with you. Scratching and biting and barking like a rabid animal,” he sighed with wicked disappointment, pinching her chin between his fingers so hard she winced. “Are you a rabid animal, my rose?”
Tears poured out of her young and so terribly broken eyes. And before I could read the threat there and pull her away, she dug her teeth on Silas’s hand. She bit down so hard the crushing sound of Silas’s bones echoed down the corridors. 
A pained, muffled grunt slipped out of Silas as he struggled to pull his bloodied, broken hand away from Snow. His eyes wide and wild and fucking terrified were on her as he cradled his limp and battered hand to his chest. For a moment, I thought my own terror had blinded me. I’d never seen Silas Krigborn look so utterly terrified. I’d never seen anyone stare at something they had created with so much fear. It hadn't been failure what I’d seen in his eyes when he looked at her. It had been fear from realising he’d raised a monster he finally couldn’t control.
Snow spat his blood on the ground, wiping a hand over her bloodied jaw. “You bleed, papa. Like a man. Maybe you should come closer and let me see if you have a heart.”
“Hush now,” I whispered to her, or maybe begged as I braced my arms around her to hold her away from her father’s violent attention.
I stepped in front of her when Silas pulled a hand back to strike her. “You want her to bite your other hand?”
His brows flew up, and he burst with uncontrollable laughter. “I was going to let her go with ten lashings,” he sneered in my face. “You’ve added ten more to that.”
“You’ll not touch her.”
“Pray tell?”
I stood face to face with him. “She’s your best bet and you know it. Because she’ll be twice the man you are. Thrice the king you are. Because you’ll come to realise that a loyal dog still fucking bites the hand it serves if it’s the same hand used to tame it.”
Cold, icy fury seeped into the corridors, and I wondered if it haunted him…if the fact that she was so alike him haunted him every living hour. I wondered if he could even bear to look at a mirror without seeing it. “Hold him back,” he ordered Sam, grabbing Snow’s hair in his fist.
No. No.
I jolted forward to grab her out of his hold, but I was wrenched back.
Sam’s chest shook with a silent sob as he fisted my shirt and held me still while Silas dragged Snow away. “You’ll only make it worse,” he shakily muttered under his breath. “You know you’ll only make it worse.”
“Let me go!” I bellowed, nearly retching my guts when I heard the first strike of a whip and her pained scream after.
“I can’t do that. For her sake more than yours.” He pressed his brow to mine, wincing each time the whip struck Snow, more silent tears sliding down his face. “There’s nothing to be done. You’ll only make it worse for her.”
My lungs heaved for air. “My kid—”
“I know,” he shakily whispered.

      [image: image-placeholder]Snow sat on the ground in the middle of her room, her bruised and bloodied back to me while she dressed a doll she’d fashioned out of stick in bits of splotchy pink fabric. 
She’d learnt not to flinch at the touch of antiseptic. I didn’t know when it had stopped. I didn’t know when she’d become immune to pain. I didn’t know when she’d started looking for it. Because she was always looking for it. And I was more scared to know than to ask her about it.
The cotton cloth slipped from my trembling hands a few times before I managed to get a good grip on it and gently pressed it against the long wounds on her back that was already familiar with scars.
“Do you think I can get an apple from the kitchens?” she asked, still playing with the stick. “Rora wanted one last night, but she told me the servants wouldn’t get it for her.”
I pressed the back of my hand to my mouth until I could swallow my own pain back down and wiped my eyes to my sleeve before I steadied my voice to say, “Yes, as many as you want.”
“Can it be red?” she asked, looking at me over her shoulder.
“Whatever you want.”
Her knowing young eyes paced between mine for a moment before she nodded and turned to her doll. “It was not your fault.”
Tears burned their way down my face when she carefully asked, “Do you think…you can bring ma down here? Only for like a second. I don’t have to talk to her or anything.”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
After helping her get dressed and lay on the side, I nearly ran for the bathroom, my knees bruising when they met the hard tiles as I leaned over the toilet and retched.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Do not hound me, Alaric,” Serene said before I could even open my mouth to say something, hunched over her table writing letters to men who were warming her seat as queen of Olympia while her kids were paying for her foolishness. “I know why you’re here.”
“You have to come see your own child,” I hissed, pacing back and forth in her room. “She is hurting. And she wants nothing else but you.”
Serene shook her head, dropping her pen and turning to me. “I…I can’t, Ric,” she harshly whispered. “You know I can’t.”
“She is enduring this for you!”
Her green eyes widened with disbelief. “She’s enduring this for Olympia. For the sake of the realm. And she wants to ruin all the effort I have put into hiding them, into raising Olympia again. Testing her father like that? What was she thinking?”
“She is a kid, Serene.” With a hand against my tight chest, I pulled back. “She is a kid who is hurting. She doesn’t have to do anything. You and I…you and I have failed her. You and I failed them all! You married that animal with your own volition. You did this! And you won’t even come to comfort the creature you forced into this world!”
Two pale tears slid down her ghostly face. “I was in love with him. You cannot blame me for that.”
If only I’d begged Jonah, if I had begged her brothers harder. If only I had gone on my knees to beg them not let her do this. If only I had trusted my gut and dragged her away from him that first day they’d met. If only I had not underestimated the look in Silas’s eyes when he’d first seen her. “I can. And I always will blame you. Even after you finally finish withering and rotting in this cage of yours. Even when you’re six feet deep in the ground. Forever if you do not come and cradle that girl right now.”
Turning away to hide the hurt on her face, she said, “You know I can’t. If they get too dependent on me, they will never learn to live without me.”
What other way could I beg her to come and love her beautiful babies? How could I make her see what wonderful beings she’d created? “You’re their mother, they will always be dependent on you.”
“Exactly. Neither of them can afford to depend on anyone or anything. It’s better they learn this way.”
Disbelief cradled my insides violently. “You’re just like him. You’re just like Silas.” I couldn't understand how and why Snow adored her. Why she had put her on this pedestal Serene did not deserve. I couldn’t understand if she craved her mother’s love so terribly, or if her father’s violence had pushed her right into a slightly less violent pair of hands. 
The second after I had slammed Serene’s door shut, I came to a stop when I noticed someone coming down the corridor.
I nearly felt my heart drop from my chest as I ran to Snow, kneeling before her. “Kid,” I breathed, searching her body of wounds. “Why are you bloodied?”
Her gilded eyes pierced through the blood when she rolled them up at me. And I might have recoiled a bit when her mouth pulled into a smirk. She ran a sleeve over her nose and sniffled. “I think I can train with you a bit longer tomorrow. I finished my kitchen duties today.”
Panic icily slid down my veins when I realised that she’d tricked me. “This is why you sent me down to your mother.”
She shrugged. “Knew she’d keep you preoccupied for a while. You always argue with her.”
Muffled screams reverberated down the corridors, and my attention whipped up in their direction. “Dear Gods, Snow. What did you do?”
Her tight fist around the blade she held loosened, and she threw the bloodied knife to the floor, walking past me in the direction of her room, humming her unusual bedtime song.
My feet held me back from reaching the end of the corridor, and my stomach threatened to end me right then and there from the sickening smell wafting out of the room. 
Muttering a curse, I pulled my foot up when I stepped on something soft and wet that resembled…intestines. Carefully pushing the door open, my eyes trailed over the floor, widening the more room space I surveyed. Guts…guts and all kinds of organs were littering the entire floor.
And right there, in the middle of his bed was Renick, tied down by all four limbs and covered entirely in animal entrails, his mouth clamped down on a bloodied heart, only his grey slithery eyes noticeable on his red drenched face.
He shook and groaned in frustration, muttering something intelligible that almost resembled an order from the anger beating against his flailing chest.
Slowly, I wrapped my hand around the door handle and pulled his bedroom shut, running back in Snow’s direction.
I stopped her by her bedroom door, kneeling on the ground and turning her to me. “You have to stop this madness,” I harshly whispered. “You hear me? You have to stop!”
“If I stop fighting back, it feels like I’m drowning.”
“This will only get you killed, kid.”
Her lips parted without words for a few moments before she quietly whispered, “Why would that be so bad?”
My eyes briefly drew shut when I felt a cold, invisible lance spear right through my chest. “Snow—My Snow.”
She blinked slowly, her gilded eyes glistening against the darkness. “I’m tired.”
“I know.” I cupped her soft face. “I know, kid.”
“I want to sleep and not wake up. Why do I always wake up?”
My hands slid from her face, falling limply to my side as I crumbled down on the ground, pressing my face against my knees. My body surrendered entirely to the broken sobs I failed to hide from her.
Thora pushed from her bed, the doll Snow had made her out of the stick tightly clutched to her chest as she slowly climbed my lap. Her small fingers clutched my beard as she looked up at me. “Don’t cry, Ric.” Her arm loosened around her doll, and she pulled it before her, longingly staring at it for a moment before she set it in my hands. “You can have her. She made me happy.”
Pulling her into my arms, I hugged her tightly to me. How were they the ones suffering and never breaking? How were they so strong and how was I so weak? Had I always been this weak?
Snow’s cold eyes fell to my hand when I reached it out for her, they filled with uncertainty and hesitation, and a tear slid down her blood marred face before she took it. Her rigid body carefully melted against me, and I felt her shaky sigh against my chest.
I pressed my lips to the top of their heads, finally feeling that empty void in my chest fill again. It always vanished when I held them. “My sweet girls.”
“One of you stinks,” Thora muttered, pinching her nose. “And I don’t wish to assume, but I fear it isn’t Ric this time.”
Snow sniffled. “It’s always him.”
With her hand still pinching her nose, Thora shook her head. “Nuh uh.”
“What’s happening here?” Eren called, appearing like a mirage as he leaned against the door. It had been days and almost weeks since I’d seen him last, but I knew he’d left with Lysander, so I had dared to not worry. And I’d been wrong. His left eye was bruised, there was a huge gash on the right side of his head, his top lip was cut in a few places, and his neck was wrapped up in bandages.
Both of the girls shot up to their feet, screaming his name in excitement and nearly shoving me to the ground as they ran in their brother’s direction. He winced a little as he picked them up in his arms, and I doubted that he was bruised further down, too.
When they were done nearly strangling him and drowning him with about ten questions a second, he set them both down and knelt before them, reaching into both his pockets and raising two lacy long ribbons up at them. 
Thora screeched so loudly from excitement that I winced. She could barely contain herself, bouncing up and down as her brother brushed her short, choppy hair back and tied a bow at the top of her head. 
Snow quietly waited for her turn, trying her best to hold back tears, looking all over the room as she rolled on the heels of her foot nervously.
I had to look away, too. Suddenly terrified that I’d forgotten she was just a child, too.
Eren sighed at her messy sight, brushing his thumb over her lashes. “What do we have here? Or who? I don’t remember leaving my sister in this state.”
“I have no excuses to make, really,” she muttered, running a hand over her nose and lowering her eyes to the ground.
“Now she lies to me,” her brother said, gently pulling her closer to him and wrapping the ribbon around her bloodied hair before tying it in a neat bow. “You always can make a good excuse along with a brilliant argument for it.”
Snow’s mouth twisted in a feral snarl. “Renick has such a stupid, punchable face.”
Eren chuckled, pinching her cheek. “There we are.”
Snow and Thora were submerged in the bath together, facing each other as they splashed around while playing with a few wooden ducks floating around them, the ribbons still tied around their wet hair. And I slowly felt my skin start pulling apart, feeling each wound on Snow’s back on my own and my heart beat rigidly against my chest bone. I’d thought it might eventually get better, that Silas would eventually leave them be, but it kept getting worse. Silas would never quit. He would rather beat them to their death than admit his defeat. Their mother had been wrong. She had been so wrong in believing Silas would feel even a morsel of love for his kids. And I was such a fool for following along, for not getting them out of here when I could. 
Braced by the bathroom door, I stood there a while with my eyes closed, relishing and trying to salvage each and every single note in their innocent laughter.
The wind shifted as it always did in his presence, bowing at his feet, and I glanced to my left. Eren had leaned against the other side of the door, slightly more grown than the last time I’d seen him. Though his body was the same, his soul was not. I could see it aged and tired and beaten. “You’ve grown grumpier since I left,” he lightly said.
“Where did he take you this time?” I asked.
His feigned smile fell just slightly as he turned to look away from me. “Ulv Islet.”
My head whipped in his direction again, but he was quick, flashing me a huge grin which didn’t reach his dull green eyes that had sunk so far back they almost looked black. “I’m okay.”
I’d never felt more powerless even in thousands of battles I'd led. Even when I’d faced a thousand enemies with only my bare hands. “You kids break my old heart worse every damn day.” 
“We’re okay.” He put a hand to my shoulder as if I was the one needing to be comforted. “We’ll be okay. I have them tonight, you can go. Sleep in your own bed for once. It can’t be good for your ancient bones to sleep against their door every night.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The shadows of my bedroom door stood tall and unmoving as they had done ever since I had left Olympia nearly fourteen years ago now. My bones sought to lay nowhere else but in the soil of my homeland. The last night I had slept in any bed had been that night…the night I’d lost my home.
And so I went to seek the comfort of another home I’d found. A home built in such weak foundations, but a warm one. I just wanted to feel warm, to forget about all that winter had robbed me of. Even if that feeling was always brief. Because everything I called home were all ruins left by ruinous kings.
I found Sam where he always wanted me to find him. Deep under the shadows of an old winter willow, hidden away. A pocket knife in his hand as he carved a horse out of a piece of wood. “You should just take them and run,” he said as if he had read the very urge in my body. Like he always did. 
Settling next to him on the bench, I finally let out that one suffocating breath I’d held all day. “You know we’d be found a second after stepping out of these castle walls. You’ve told me so yourself.”
“At least they’d be free for a while.”
“They’ll never be free, Sam.” I swallowed hard, trying not to choke on my own words. “Never. Not being what they are. Not only because they are Silas’s children. But because they weren't born free to begin with.”
His knife stopped scrapping against the wooden figurine. “They stole your hope, too, now? I’ve never known Alaric Drava to be hopeless. Alaric Drava is a dreamer.”
“Well, at least you must think me a little less stupid now. You’ve always hated that about me. Winter is the place where dreams come to die, as I remember you telling me.”
I felt his attention burn me before his words did. “I’ve never hated a single thing about you.”
I glanced at the small distance between us, swallowing my frustration down because I knew I was not brave enough to cross it. I wasn’t brave enough to see him pull away. Because I knew he would. He always did. But I still reached for his hand resting flat against the bench, sliding my coarse fingers against his rough skin and lacing them between his. And ever so tenderly, his fingers closed around mine, holding me back. 
Sam was not a tender man. He equated tenderness with weakness. I didn’t know if the fact he let me see him feel weak was something I loathed or something I cherished. But I knew it was something he hated fiercely. It was why he always kissed me in the shadows, why he always came to me instead of letting me go to him, why he always met me here, why he never stayed after we sought comfort in each other’s arms, why we always shared my bed and not his.
“He’s sending me north.”
My head whipped in his direction. “What?”
He wasn’t looking at me anymore, and I knew I had to brace for impact. I’d already done it many times before because being with him was like waking up after a hangover. All you could feel when you woke up after the bliss was your guts twisting, your mind spinning, and regret—deep and utter regret. “Renick told him that I interfere when he’s training them. Silas wants me far from the children. He thinks I’m hindering their training process. He’s looking for anything to justify why he’s losing control of the kids. I fear he will find a way to get you away from them, too. And I can’t let that happen.”
“What did you do?”
“Let’s say my value might have increased more in the last few hours.”
He was always so far yet so near me, and now he wanted to put an entire kingdom between us. “Sam—”
“The Sun King has wanted me back in his service for years. I’m the last standing from my old order. I’m gold to him. I am gold to many. They know no soldier they train will ever be even half of me. I had him simply remind Silas that as long as I am seen as something to be bought, someone will always want to buy me. And Silas offered to make me a general. Booted Renick to Aura Commander for the spot. The motherfucker can’t lay a hand on the kid now unless he wants both of his cut to the elbow.”
“But—”
“It means you will see me less. Maybe never again. Who knows, some Isline mountain beast might be kind and find it in its heart to kill me.”
My hand slid away from his, gathering in a fist on my lap. “When do you leave?”
His eyes dropped to my hand, and he hesitated for a moment. “Tomorrow.”
I stood, almost running across the winter gardens to put as much space between us as possible. I’d known my sentence the moment I’d laid my eyes on him. I’d braced for the pain before I’d even tasted it from his lips. I knew a doomed end when I saw one. I’d led thousands to their own doomed ends. War after war after fucking war. I knew my own doom solely by the way he touched me. But I had still offered myself like a sacrifice to him. Sam was no tender man. Sam, my Sam, he was nothing tender. But he’d always, always held me tenderly. And he hated feeling weak. I made him feel weak. And he hated that. He hated himself for it. 
His hand wrapped around my arm, stopping me. “I don’t know…I don’t know what we’re doing anymore. Aren’t you sick of me? Aren't you sick of this? What do you want from me, Ric?”
“To have consulted me on this, Gods damn it. He’s going to get you killed in those fucking mountains!”
“And you don’t want that, I presume.”
I jabbed a finger to his chest, pushing him away from me. “Fuck you, Sam. Fuck you.”
His hands grabbed my face, pulling me close to him as if he wasn’t the one who always pushed me away first. “They’re the thing you love most. I would have done anything…anything, to keep them safe. My own life if it took that.” 
My lips parted emptily, words robbed out of me. They weren’t the only thing I loved most. “I…I—”
“Don’t,” he harshly whispered, taking one small step away from me. “You can’t. We can’t.”
A bitter laughter left me. “I can, in fact. And I do.” Love you.
He covered his face with both hands, shaking his head. Inhaling strangled breaths, he looked up at me. “Silas could order to have me kill you right this moment, and I couldn’t...I wouldn’t hesitate to kill you no matter what. I’d have no choice. I have no choice. I’m his sworn soldier, bound to him by an oath. I am a pawn on his board, he can do whatever he wants with me. You promised me this would mean nothing.” He cupped my face again, desperately, his eyes pacing between mine, hoping to find a steady anchor in this wretched sea that was drowning us. “You promised me this wouldn’t mean anything.”
“I lied.”
He breathed out a shaky exhale. “What did you think would happen at the end of this? That we’d happily skip off to sunset? You know the only way to leave the order I was born into, the one that made what and who I am, is death. You know of my unbreakable oath. You know I am a tool of war. If not belonging in Silas’s hand, it would be another king. My loyalty will always belong to another. I can never belong to you.”
This is why I loved him. He wasn’t scared to break my heart while I was terrified just imagining myself holding his. “Aren’t I at least allowed to dream that you do?”
He pressed his brow to mine when I looked away from him, pinning me with his pleading dark gaze. “Silas…this is what Silas wants. Something he could use to control us. To control me.”
My own heart viciously beat against my ears. “You said you couldn’t and wouldn’t go against Silas’s order to kill me no matter what.”
“I lied.”
My eyes paced between his for the briefest second before I fisted his shirt and pulled him to me, my mouth sealed over his in a firm kiss. And even though we were out in the open, no longer hidden by shadows, he kissed me back. He kissed me back like he always did. Like it would the last time he’d do so. Because he knew there would be a last time. We both did.
“Don’t die in those mountains,” I told him, taking a few unsteady steps away from him. Winter had taken my home, my hope, my children, I didn’t want it to take my love, too. If winter took him away from me…what would there be left of me?
His dark eyes remained there in the distance like two beacons directing me to my lost hope. “Only because you said so.”
“And come back to me. A day, ten days, ten thousand days, ten lifetimes later if you must, but come back to me. You must come back to me. I’ll have you as you let me have you. A little or not at all, I still want you. I think I will always want you.” I feared that without him I’d never find east or west ever again. 
A lone tear slid down his face. “Always.”
As I pulled back, I felt my heart weigh the size of a brick. Something…something told me that he’d lied to me again. 
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