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Atlan Qierce, second-place prince of the Bogey Empire, stood next to his cousin Crucius in 

the rain. His clawed hand grasped the younger bogey’s fingers so tight that Crucius had nearly 

scratched him to make him let go. Atlan ignored his cousin’s protestations. He was too focused 

on making sure his tears didn’t fall. 

Not that anyone who would have seen them would have blamed him if they had. 

It was his father’s funeral after all, and now he was an orphan. 

Atlan’s uncle Rufius, the current king, had taken his place with Crucius’ father at the head of 

the grave with the two cubs gathered at the foot. Rufius was tall, eight feet to Atlan’s three, and 

his fur was as sleek and black as his nephew’s. His clothes were of a simple, mourning cut, all 

black save a white ruff at his neck, a red band at his waist, and a small dagger pin at his breast. 

His shoulders were broad and straight under his jacket, his waist thin. His pointed ears stood 

stock straight from inside the hoop of his golden circlet, and his tail hung behind him in a gentle, 

respectful swoop. He was the epitome of a bogey king. 

He was halfway through his brother’s eulogy, his tone firm but unfeeling. The mourners, or 

at least the humans and elves who had been granted attendance, nodded in appreciation with 

every well-delivered line, wiped away tears Atlan could neither smell nor see. Dressed in frilled 

blacks and purples, they wore veils and fascinators, fine silks and flowing shawls. Umbrellas and 

wide-brimmed hats sheltered them from the rain. The bogeys, by contrast, stood without 

covering, the air heavy with the scent of wet dog. 

Another drop slid down the back of Atlan’s collar, but he hardly felt it. One of his tears 

slipped loose when he blinked, and he smudged it away with an angry rub. 

“Stop crying,” scolded Crucius, voice a whisper. “I can smell your salt, you big baby.” 

Crucius was only five, death still a vague, impermanent concept. 

That didn’t stop Atlan—for whom such a thing had just begun to gain its sharp and bitter 

edge—from squeezing the younger cub’s hand, his grip so strong he could practically feel the 

young bones bend. 

“Ouch!” yelped Crucius. 

“Crucius,” snapped his father. 

A wave of curious human and elven looks flickered in their direction, the bogeys alone able 

to withstand the temptation to look. Rufius gave both of the cubs a severe look, which Atlan 

returned with a mutinous stare. His uncle’s eyes narrowed. His tail twitched in irritation, and 

then he continued his speech. 

“Let go,” Crucius hissed, writhing against Atlan’s grip. 

“Take it back,” Atlan hissed in return. 

“What?” 

“Take it back. I’m not a baby.” 

“Yes, you are.” 

Atlan squeezed. 

Crucius yipped. 

“Crucius.” 

“Ouch!” 

Crucius had swiped his cousin’s arm. 

Atlan swiped him back. 

Soon the two were tumbling in the mud, exchanging kicks and bites like angry ferals. Atlan 

pinned his smaller cousin, raining down fists on waiting teeth. Crucius snarled and bit in return, 
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gray and brown fur spiking with anger and water and mud. Latching onto Atlan’s arm, he bit 

down hard, drawing blood nearly down to the bone. 

Atlan raised his other fist, aiming for the gap just under his cousin’s ribs. Known as the 

sweet spot, it was the only real weakness his people had. To strike Crucius there was strictly 

forbidden. 

Rufius grabbed his wrist. His hand nearly swallowed Atlan’s arm, his grip hard as iron. 

Atlan tried to bite him. 

Rufius had him scruffed in an instant, Atlan’s teeth snapping shut with a clop on empty air. 

Peeling the young prince free from his cousin, the king lifted him high. He held him hanging for 

several long seconds, his yellow eyes narrowed to slits. Crucius snarled from his place on the 

ground, his growls cutting down to whimpers as soon as the nurses huddled in. 

Coward, Atlan thought, but his uncle ignored the younger cub, keeping his eyes fixed on the 

elder prince. 

“How very disappointing,” he said at last. Then, he dropped Atlan in the mud, turning to go 

back to his rightful position. “Go.” 

“But—” 

“I said go. When you can act civilized, you can stay in its company.” 

Atlan’s gaze strayed to the grave, not yet filled. His arm pulsed where Crucius had bit him, 

but he waved the nurse away when she came. Finding his feet, he took a step forward, pointing 

to the grave. 

“The right. I have the right.” Rufius glanced over his shoulder, and Atlan took another step. 

“First handful.” 

Rufius gave him a considering look, brief, disdainful. 

“Rights are earned,” he said. He nodded to several guards. “Take him away.” 

The guards started pushing through the crowd, but Atlan was not ready to be taken. Charging 

forward, he scooped up a handful of mud, darting for the grave. 

Rufius beat him to it. With a quick scuff of his foot, he sent a scattering of mud into the hole. 

The right to first handful, the first dirt to cover their dead, always went to the son. Always. Now 

his father would never have a first handful at all. 

The guards grabbed Atlan from behind, pulling him back by his arms. He tried to fling his 

mud, to get at least something into the grave, but it landed short. 

“No. No!” Writhing, Atlan bit and scratched anything he could find. Dropping to the ground, 

he scrambled for purchase, but the guards only picked him up, one of them throwing him over 

his shoulder. Biting and scratching, Atlan raked deep furrows across the guard’s back, howled 

like a dog. 

But it wasn’t enough. The guards carried him swiftly across the grounds, back to the palace. 

The last thing he saw was Crucius staring back at him, holding a cloth to his bleeding nose. 

Rufius continued his speech as if he hadn’t so much as stopped for breath. 


