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Chapter 1

The Lion’s Last Breath




The bedchamber of Malcolm the Great had, in its better days, been a monument to the theory that sufficiently excessive ornamentation could distract from mortality. Gold leaf climbed the walls like a particularly ambitious fungus. Tapestries depicting the king’s various triumphs—most of them exaggerated, several entirely fictional—hung from blackened beams that had begun, in recent months, to sag under the weight of their own dishonesty. The great canopied bed, carved with lions so numerous they seemed to breed in the woodwork, stood in the center of the room like a gilded sarcophagus awaiting its inevitable occupant.

Which was, at present, coughing.

Not the dignified cough of a king catching a cold. This was the wet, rattling exhalation of a body engaged in its final negotiation with physics. Malcolm the Great—though “the Adequately Sized” would have been more honest, and “the Rather Diminished” more current—lay propped on fourteen pillows embroidered with his own heraldry, as if the red lions stitched into the fabric might somehow transmit their strength to his failing flesh.

They did not.

“Water,” he wheezed, his iron arm—which in truth had never been particularly iron, and was now decidedly flesh-like in its trembling—waving vaguely at the dozen courtiers who stood at a respectful distance. Respectful primarily because the king smelled of camphor, sweat, and something sweetly rotten that no amount of incense could disguise.

A nervous page approached with a silver cup. Malcolm’s hand shook so violently as he raised it that half the contents spilled across his chest, darkening the silk of his nightshirt. He’d insisted on wearing the royal purple, even to bed, even now. One had standards.

“Coin,” he rasped, setting down the cup with a clatter.

His son, Duncan, stepped forward from the shadows near the window. Young Duncan, who wore his earnestness like ill-fitting armor and his ambition like a borrowed cloak several sizes too large. “Father, you should rest—”

“Coin, you simpleton.” Malcolm’s voice carried a flash of its old authority, the kind that had once silenced orchestras mid-crescendo and sent nobles scrambling for the safety of sycophancy. “My snuffbox.”

A collective intake of breath from the assembled courtiers. They knew the snuffbox. Everyone knew the snuffbox. It was Malcolm’s theatrical prop of choice, the little jeweled vessel from which he would take a dramatic pinch before making some particularly vindictive pronouncement. Lately, he’d been using it more and more, the habit of a man trying to borrow energy from powdered leaves and wishful thinking.

Rufus Redcap, the dwarf jester who had served Malcolm for twenty years and hated him for nineteen of them, shuffled forward with the box. His red cap—the badge of his profession and the banner of his private humiliation—sat at a jaunty angle that suggested mockery to those who knew how to look. Which was everyone, though most pretended otherwise.

“Your Majesty,” Rufus said, his voice carrying the peculiar blend of servility and contempt that he’d perfected over decades of survival, “perhaps a bit of broth instead? Something to settle the stomach?”

Malcolm’s hand shot out with surprising speed, snatching the snuffbox. “I’m dying, fool. My stomach can go settle in Hell.”

It was, Duncan would later realize, the most honest thing his father had said in years.

The king fumbled with the latch. His fingers, once capable of counting coins with the speed and accuracy of a merchant’s clerk, betrayed him. The box tumbled from his grasp, bounced once on the coverlet, and spilled its contents across the purple silk—a small brown landslide of dried leaves and despair.

Malcolm stared at the scattered powder with an expression that might have been comic in other circumstances. His mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. Then, with the determination of a man who had built an entire reign on refusing to acknowledge reality, he leaned forward and inhaled directly from the spill.

The effect was immediate and unfortunate.

His body went rigid. His eyes, which had been rheumy and uncertain, suddenly widened with a clarity that was somehow worse than the confusion. He made a sound—not quite a cough, not quite a scream, but something that suggested his lungs had just received a very strongly worded complaint from his throat.

“Father?” Duncan lunged forward.

Malcolm’s hand rose, trembling, and in it—somehow—he held a gold coin. Where it had come from was unclear. Perhaps he’d been clutching it the whole time, that habitual prop of his pageantry. He tried to raise it to his mouth, that old gesture of spitting wealth at his lessers, of reducing generosity to a projectile.

The coin slipped from his fingers before it reached his lips.

It fell in slow motion, or so it seemed to Duncan, tumbling through the thick air of the death chamber. It struck the stone floor with a sound like a very small bell tolling for a very large funeral. Then it rolled in a lazy circle, its gilded face catching the candlelight, until it wobbled to a stop near the cold fireplace.

Malcolm’s mouth worked soundlessly, his legendary iron arm clutching at Duncan’s sleeve with the strength of wet paper. His eyes—those eyes that had watched a thousand feasts and signed a hundred death warrants—fixed on his son with something that might have been regret, or indigestion. Then they glazed over with the particular dullness that signals a soul’s departure or, at minimum, its complete disinterest in further participation.

The great lion had, with characteristic lack of poetry, choked on his own medicine.

Duncan held his father’s body for a moment, waiting for some final word, some kingly wisdom to justify the weight of the crown that would now fall to him. But Malcolm the Great had used his last breath attempting to spit a coin and had succeeded only in dying with his mouth open in a expression of vague surprise.

“The king is dead,” announced Archbishop Ewan, stepping forward with the practiced solemnity of a man who had attended many deathbeds and collected many fees. He made the sign of blessing over Malcolm’s corpse with one hand while the other, concealed in his robes, fingered the purse that would need to be filled for the funeral arrangements.

“Long live the king,” murmured the courtiers, though the phrase lacked enthusiasm. They were already calculating which of Malcolm’s debts would die with him and which would transfer to the son.

Duncan stood slowly, his father’s hand sliding from his sleeve to fall limp on the coverlet. He looked at the assembled nobles, at the priests with their professionally mournful faces, at Rufus Redcap who stood in the corner with an expression of such studied neutrality it could only indicate profound satisfaction.

“Fetch my sister,” Duncan said quietly. “Lady Brenna should know.”

Rufus bowed low, his red cap nearly touching the floor. “At once, Your Majesty.” The title sat strangely on Duncan’s shoulders, like a coat that didn’t quite fit. Rufus shuffled toward the door, but paused at the threshold. “And the coin, sire? Shall I retrieve it?”

Duncan glanced at the gold piece near the fireplace, his father’s final failed gesture lying in the dust. “Leave it,” he said. “Let the servants have it. Father would have… appreciated the poetry.”

The dwarf’s lips twitched in something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Indeed, Your Majesty. The Lion was always so generous with his leavings.”

As Rufus departed, Duncan turned back to his father’s body. The courtiers were already drifting toward the edges of the room, forming small clusters of whispered conversation. The calculation had begun—who was in, who was out, whose fortunes would rise with the son, whose would sink. Malcolm’s corpse was barely cold, and already his legacy was being picked over like a feast table after the guests had gone.

Archbishop Ewan approached with a ledger. “The funeral arrangements, Your Majesty. Your father, blessed be his memory, requested—”

“Whatever you think appropriate, Archbishop,” Duncan said, his voice tight. “Just make it… kingly.”

“Of course, of course.” The Archbishop’s eyes gleamed with the particular light of a man calculating the cost of ‘kingly.’ “Perhaps we might discuss the matter of certain outstanding tithes—”

“Later.”

Duncan walked to the window, needing air that didn’t taste of death and incense. The city sprawled below, grey and struggling in the morning light. Smoke rose from a thousand chimneys, the daily business of survival proceeding without regard for the drama playing out in the palace above. Somewhere out there, people were baking bread, shoeing horses, haggling over the price of turnips. None of them knew yet that their king had choked on poisoned snuff while trying to spit a coin.

When they learned, Duncan thought bitterly, they probably wouldn’t care.

A knock at the door announced Brenna’s arrival. His half-sister entered with her usual composed grace, her eyes immediately finding their father’s body. She said nothing, merely crossed to the bedside and looked down at Malcolm’s face, frozen in its expression of terminal surprise.

“Snuffbox?” she asked quietly.

“Snuffbox,” Duncan confirmed.

She nodded slowly. “The dwarf?”

“Almost certainly.”

“And you’ll do nothing about it.”

It wasn’t a question. Duncan felt a flash of irritation at her presumption, then remembered that she was, as always, correct. What would he do? Execute the fool for providing the king with his own preferred vice? Investigate whether the snuff had been tampered with, when half the court had motive and opportunity? His father had enemies the way other men had debts—accumulated over a lifetime of poor decisions and impossible to ever fully pay off.

“The funeral will be in three days,” Duncan said instead. “Full honors. The works.”

“How appropriate,” Brenna murmured. “One last feast at which he’ll be the centerpiece but unable to enjoy the food.”

Duncan almost laughed, caught himself, then decided his father’s corpse was in no position to be offended. “You should attend the council meeting this afternoon. We need to discuss—”

“I’m not invited to your council meetings, brother. You made that quite clear.”

The words hung in the air between them, a reminder of the increasing gulf that had opened in recent months. Duncan, eager to assert his authority in preparation for this moment. Brenna, with her inconvenient competence and her annoying habit of being right about things.

“Things will be different now,” Duncan said, though even he didn’t quite believe it.

“Yes,” Brenna agreed, still looking at their father’s face. “Things will be different. The question is whether they’ll be better.”

She reached out and closed Malcolm’s eyes with surprising gentleness, given that she’d had little reason to love him. Then she picked up one of the embroidered pillows—a lion roaring against a field of gold—and placed it carefully over his face.

“For dignity,” she said simply.

Duncan nodded, though they both knew their father had long since spent whatever dignity he’d once possessed. The great Malcolm, who had ruled through spectacle and spite, whose generosity had been a performance and whose cruelty had been policy, lay covered beneath his own heraldry, gone to whatever afterlife accepted kings who died choking on their vanity.

In the corner, unnoticed by anyone, the gold coin near the fireplace caught a draft and rolled slightly, as if the dead king were making one final, futile attempt at largesse.

The coronation took place that very afternoon in the Great Sept, because a kingdom in the middle of three wars could not afford to appear weak, even for a day. Especially for a day.

Archbishop Ewan officiated, his voice rolling through the stone vaults with practiced authority. The crown—heavy, awkward, and bent slightly to one side from decades of Malcolm’s wearing—was placed on Duncan’s head with all the ceremonial gravitas the Church could muster on short notice. Which was, Duncan had to admit, considerable. They’d even managed to round up a choir, though several of the singers were clearly struggling with head colds and one appeared to be mouthing the words rather than singing them.

The assembled nobles knelt. Or most of them knelt. A few, the older and more arthritic ones, achieved something between a kneel and a squat that suggested spiritual submission while protecting their joints. The younger knights, Duncan’s generation, knelt properly—straight-backed, fists over hearts, eyes bright with the sort of fervent loyalty that came from not yet having any reason to know better.

“Do you, Duncan of House Malcolm, swear to uphold the laws of the realm?” Archbishop Ewan intoned.

“I do.” What laws? Duncan thought. The realm had laws the way a drowning man has swimming techniques—theoretical and largely irrelevant.

“Do you swear to protect your people from all enemies, foreign and domestic?”

“I do.” Assuming I can figure out which category Philip and the Mantis fall into. Foreign seemed wrong for people who spoke the same language. Domestic seemed insufficient for people who worshipped the moon and wore insect helms.

“Do you swear to rule with justice, mercy, and wisdom?”

Duncan hesitated a fraction of a second too long. He saw Brenna, standing among the courtiers, notice the pause. Her expression didn’t change, but something flickered in her eyes—disappointment, perhaps, or resignation.

“I do,” he said, and meant it, which was probably the first mistake of his reign.

The Archbishop raised his hands in blessing. “Then by the authority vested in me by the Church and by the ancient traditions of this realm, I declare you Duncan, King of the Lion Throne, Protector of the Western Valleys, Shield of—”

A crow screamed outside the high windows.

Every head in the sept turned toward the sound. Through the stained glass, they could see the dark shapes gathering on the roof, their calls echoing through the solemn space like a chorus of disagreement with the proceedings.

Archbishop Ewan, to his credit, continued without missing a beat. “—Shield of the Golden Hall, and rightful ruler of all lands from the coast to the cursed field of—”

Another scream. More crows joined the first. The choir faltered.

“—Gravenfield.”

The word seemed to hang in the air, heavy and ominous. Gravenfield, where thousands had died in the mud. Gravenfield, where no banner ever stayed planted for long. Gravenfield, where the crows feasted and kings learned that ambition tasted like wet earth and regret.

Duncan stood, the crown heavy on his head, and faced his assembled court. They looked up at him with expressions ranging from hope to cynicism to barely concealed calculation. He was twenty-three years old. His father had just died choking on possibly poisoned snuff. Two apocalyptic tyrants wanted him dead. A peasant horde was burning monasteries. And outside, the crows were gathering in numbers that suggested they knew something he didn’t.

He should say something. Something inspiring. Something that would make them believe that things would be different now, that he would be better than his father, that the realm would survive its many wounds and emerge stronger. That’s what kings did in the stories. They gave speeches that stirred hearts and strengthened resolve.

Duncan opened his mouth.

“Get out,” he said instead.

The court stared at him in confusion.

“All of you. Get out. I need to think.”

Archbishop Ewan stepped forward, his ledger still in hand. “Your Majesty, there are matters of state that require immediate—”

“I said get out.” Duncan’s voice cracked slightly on the last word, which rather undermined the kingly authority he was trying to project, but at least it convinced them he was serious.

The nobles filed out in a subdued murmur of confusion and disapproval. Brenna was the last to leave. She paused at the door, turned back, and for a moment Duncan thought she might say something comforting or wise or sisterly.

“The crown’s crooked,” she said instead, and left.

Duncan reached up and found she was right. The damned thing sat at an angle on his head, giving him, he imagined, the appearance of a man wearing his father’s hat and finding it didn’t quite fit.

He walked to one of the great windows and looked out at the city. The afternoon sun was already beginning its descent, painting the rooftops in shades of amber and shadow. In three days, they would bury his father with full honors—expensive honors, honors that would further drain a treasury already bled dry by years of war and feast. Then, Duncan supposed, he would be expected to actually rule.

Which raised the question: rule what, exactly?

The western valleys were exhausted, their fields untended, their granaries empty. The eastern marshes belonged to Philip the Mad, who burned libraries and claimed to converse with the moon. The northern forests were the domain of a cannibal queen who spun cocoons and called herself a widow. The southern hills swarmed with rebels who hated all nobles equally and were making an excellent case for their position.

And in the center of it all, Gravenfield. The cursed field. The place where armies went to die and crows went to feast.

That’s where it would end, Duncan knew with sudden, cold certainty. Not in throne rooms or council chambers. Not in clever alliances or diplomatic marriages. It would end at Gravenfield, where it had nearly ended before, where it always nearly ended. The great powers of the realm, such as they were, would converge on that field of bones and mud and crows, and something would be decided.

Probably not what any of them intended.

The crows outside the window watched him with their black, knowing eyes. Duncan straightened the crown on his head, achieving a slightly less crooked angle, and wondered if his father had ever stood in this spot, looking out at this view, feeling this particular flavor of doomed.

Probably, he thought. Probably every day.

Behind him, forgotten in the shuffle of ceremony and departure, Malcolm’s gold coin lay near the altar, winking in the candlelight like a tiny, mocking sun.

Chronicle Entry (Brother Anselm, Scribe of Saint Austerius Abbey):

In the Year of the Black Butterfly, Malcolm the Great departed this mortal realm in a manner that can only be described as consistent with his life—that is to say, with a minimum of grace and a maximum of irony. The official record states he died peacefully in his sleep. The unofficial record, which I am duty-bound to preserve for posterity (and which will no doubt be burned by whichever tyrant outlives the others), states he choked on his own medicine while attempting one final gesture of theatrical generosity. His son, Duncan the Younger, ascended to a throne that was by that point less a seat of power than a particularly expensive electric chair. The coronation was attended by all the requisite nobles, most of whom were already planning their exits. The crows, as always, had excellent attendance.

Bardic Fragment (recovered from a tavern in the borderlands, author unknown):


The Lion sleeps, his breath is still,
No golden coins to bend to will.
He choked on dust, on pride, on air,
And left a crown beyond repair.
The son now sits where father sat,
A younger fool in an older hat.
The crows outside sang loud and clear:
“Another feast is drawing near.”


Soldier’s Account (deserter from the Lion’s Guard, recorded in a confession before execution for abandoning his post):

“The old king died and they crowned the young one same day. Didn’t even give us time to get drunk properly between. The boy looks scared. Can’t blame him. We’re all scared. The granary’s nearly empty, half the men are ghosts, and everyone knows what’s coming. Gravenfield. Always bloody Gravenfield. The crows know it too. You can see them gathering. They’re smarter than us—they wait for the dying to be done before they show up to eat. We march toward it anyway, like it’s inevitable. Maybe it is. Maybe that’s just what kingdoms do. They march toward cursed fields and call it destiny.”


Chapter 2

The Funeral and the Vow




The Golden Hall had not been cleaned properly in three weeks. This, above all other indicators—the thinning ranks of courtiers, the unpaid musicians lingering hopefully by the kitchen doors, the faint but persistent smell of rot wafting from the cellars—testified to the true state of Malcolm’s kingdom. Dust had settled upon the fleurs-de-lis carved into the limestone walls like a gentle accusation. The banners, once crimson and proud, hung with the listless exhaustion of laundry left too long on the line.

Duncan the Younger, now Duncan the First and Last of his name, stood before his father’s bier and wondered if grief was supposed to feel like this: a grinding, mechanical process, like a mill wheel turning without grain. His father’s body, wrapped in cloth-of-gold that someone had clearly stolen from the treasury years ago and stored improperly, lay beneath a forest of dripping candles. The old king’s face, visible through a gap in the wrapping, wore an expression of vague annoyance, as if death were merely another tedious noble petition.

The sept was full, which is to say it was half-empty but appeared full because everyone who remained had learned to spread themselves conspicuously. Lady Brenna stood in the shadows near a pillar, her black veil doing the work of a fortress wall. She had not cried. Duncan resented this with the particular venom reserved for family members who demonstrate composure when one desperately wishes to see them crumble.

Archbishop Ewan was performing the funeral rites with all the enthusiasm of a man reading a grain inventory. His voice, reedy and nasal, echoed off the vaulted ceiling: “…and the Lord gathered unto Himself the soul of Malcolm, called the Great, that he might sit in judgment before the throne…” The Archbishop paused to cough delicately into his sleeve, a sound like a mouse dying in a wall. “…and render account for his stewardship of the realm.”

Duncan doubted the Lord was particularly eager for that particular accounting. His father’s “stewardship” had consisted primarily of theatrical feasting while the kingdom developed the structural integrity of wet bread. But theology was for priests and fools, and Duncan was interested in neither scripture nor salvation. He was interested in revenge.


The thought arrived fully formed, clean and sharp as a well-honed blade: revenge. It was the first thought that had brought him any clarity since finding his father dead, the gold coin still clutched in his purple fingers like a miser’s prayer. Philip the Mad had poisoned him—Duncan knew this with the certainty of a man who needs to know something, evidence be damned. And the Praying Mantis, that insect-woman in the north, had orchestrated it. They had killed the king. They would pay.


He barely registered the conclusion of the Archbishop’s droning sermon. The old priest was blessing the body now, making elaborate signs in the air that might have been holy or might have been shooing away flies—it was genuinely difficult to tell. The nobles shifted in their places, a susurrus of silk and suppressed coughs. They were waiting for him to speak.

Duncan stepped forward. The light from the candles caught his face, highlighting the youthful angles, the fine bones, the complete absence of his father’s cynical, calculating warmth. He looked like a painted icon of youthful determination, which is to say he looked like a boy playing at being a king.


“My father,” Duncan began, and his voice cracked slightly on the first syllable, which infuriated him. He cleared his throat with enough violence to alarm a nearby courtier. “My father was murdered.”


The word hung in the air like smoke. Several nobles exchanged glances—brief, eloquent, deeply concerned glances that said more than any speech. Brenna’s hands, folded in front of her, tightened imperceptibly.

“He was murdered,” Duncan continued, his voice gaining strength and volume, “by the machinations of tyrants who style themselves rulers. Philip, who calls himself a king but is nothing more than a gibbering madman who burns books and drowns knights in tar. And the creature in the north—” he spat the words, “—who wraps men in silk and calls it governance.”

Archbishop Ewan made a small, nervous sound that might have been agreement or indigestion. The Black Ram Knights, standing in their ceremonial positions around the bier, remained perfectly still, which was their primary talent and, truthfully, their only one.

“I stand before you now,” Duncan said, and he was warming to his theme, feeding on his own anger like kindling to a fire, “not merely as a son in mourning, but as your king. And I make this vow, upon my father’s body and before these witnesses and before God Himself—” the Archbishop flinched slightly, as invoking God in specific legal threats made him professionally uncomfortable, “—I will cleanse this realm.”


The word cleanse echoed rather magnificently. Duncan was pleased with it. It had weight, that word. Biblical resonance.


“I will take our armies east,” he continued, his hand moving to rest on the pommel of his sword in what he imagined was a commanding gesture but which actually made him look like he was checking his belt, “and I will bring fire and steel to the Mad King’s swamp. I will ride north and tear down the Widow’s nest of horrors, stone by stone. I will not rest until every traitor, every poisoner, every creature that calls itself noble while practicing depravity, is brought to account.”

He paused for breath and dramatic effect. The nobles were very quiet. It was not the quiet of awed agreement. It was the quiet of people who have just watched someone announce plans to deliberately walk into a bear trap while wearing meat trousers.

Lord Caedmon, ancient and bent and possessed of exactly three teeth but a distressingly intact memory, raised one trembling hand. “Your Grace,” he began, his voice like wind through a cracked shutter, “the treasury is—”

“The treasury,” Duncan interrupted, “will provide what is necessary. We have gold. We have men. We have—”

“Your Grace,” Lord Caedmon persisted with the admirable stubbornness of the very old and very doomed, “we have neither gold nor men in any quantity that would support a campaign of such… ambition.”

Duncan’s jaw tightened. “Then we will find them. We will raise levies. We will call in debts. We will—”

“Your Grace.” This was a new voice, and it stopped Duncan cold because it was Brenna’s. She had stepped forward from her pillar, the candlelight catching on her veil. “Might I speak?”

“No,” Duncan said immediately, “you might not.”

The silence that followed had sharp edges. Brenna did not retreat. Instead, she lifted her veil slowly, deliberately, revealing a face that resembled her father’s—not in the broad strokes of feature, but in the subtle architecture of intelligence and calculation that had once made Malcolm genuinely dangerous, before age and poison had reduced him to theatrics.

“I understand grief,” Brenna said softly, and there was no condescension in it, which somehow made it worse. “But grief is not strategy. The kingdom is weak. Our allies are few. Philip’s forces—”

“Are led by a madman!” Duncan’s voice rose sharply. “A charlatan who sees visions in swamp water and whose own generals despise him!”


“And yet,” Brenna continued with that infuriating calm, “his generals fight with discipline. His men, mad or not, believe in something. What do our men believe in? What do you offer them except vengeance for a father they feared and a war they cannot win?”



The words struck like a slap. Duncan felt heat rising in his face, felt the eyes of every noble, every guard, every priest burning into him. He was being contradicted. Publicly. By a woman who, for all her intelligence and her hidden lineage, was supposed to be an asset, a tool, not an obstacle.
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