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Chapter 1

The Lion’s Gold




The Golden Hall of Malcolm the Great smelled, on the evening in question, of roasted ram, spilled wine, and the particular variety of fear that accompanies forced merriment. It was a Tuesday, though no one present would have thought to mark the day—such mundane accounting being beneath the dignity of those who measured time in feasts rather than seasons.

The hall itself was a monument to architectural desperation. Built by Malcolm’s grandfather during a period of ostentatious dementia, its ceiling soared to such impractical heights that the smoke from the hearths never quite found the exits, instead forming a permanent haze at the upper reaches where golden cherubs, now blackened by decades of soot, gazed down with expressions of perpetual disappointment. The walls were hung with tapestries depicting the dynasty’s greatest victories—battles that the kingdom’s scholars had, over the years, quietly determined had never actually occurred.

At the room’s center, elevated on a dais that required twelve steps to ascend (Malcolm had counted them obsessively during a fit of wine-induced paranoia), sat the king himself. Malcolm the Great, as he insisted on being called, though “the Large” would have been more anatomically precise. His throne was less a chair than a negotiation between carpentry and wishful thinking, reinforced three times in the past decade as its occupant’s relationship with moderation deteriorated.

Tonight, he wore crimson—his favored color, which had the practical advantage of camouflaging wine stains and the symbolic benefit of suggesting martial vigor in a man who had not personally wielded a sword in battle for twenty years. His crown, that famous circlet of gold adorned with fleurs-de-lis, sat at a slight angle, having been bent during an incident involving a doorframe that the official court history had diplomatically failed to record.

“More wine!” Malcolm bellowed, his voice cutting through the carefully maintained din of conversation. “The vintage from the southern valleys. The one that doesn’t taste of horse piss and tax rebellion.”

A servant materialized—servants in Malcolm’s court had developed the supernatural ability to appear from nowhere, a survival skill—bearing a jeweled goblet the size of a small cistern. The king drank deeply, wine dribbling into his beard, which had been oiled and curled by his barber into shapes that suggested a lion’s mane but more closely resembled a hedge after a storm.

The feast itself was a masterwork of excess attempting to disguise scarcity. The long tables groaned—an increasingly common sound in the kingdom—under the weight of what appeared to be abundance. Roasted rams, their meat falling from the bone, occupied pride of place. These creatures had been hunted in the Black Forest Mountains, driven down by beaters who had been promised payment in coin but had received, as was customary, promises of future promises instead.

Between the rams lay arrangements of winter vegetables, their very presence in late spring suggesting either remarkable preservation techniques or a supply chain so disrupted that the seasons themselves had given up trying to maintain order. Bread, baked in loaves the length of a man’s arm, formed edible ramparts along the tables’ edges. Observant guests might have noticed that these loaves, while impressively large, were somewhat hollow—a baker’s trick that Malcolm’s chamberlain had insisted was “architectural innovation in the pastry arts.”

The nobles ate with the aggressive enthusiasm of people who suspected this might be their last good meal for some time. They were not wrong. The kingdom’s granaries, as several quietly traitorous bookkeepers could have testified, were approaching empty. The southern farms had failed two harvests running. The northern orchards had succumbed to a blight that the royal physicians attributed to divine displeasure, though the royal agriculturalists—prior to their dismissal for pessimism—had suggested it might have more to do with the tax collectors taking the seed grain.

Lord Caswell, a minor noble whose lands bordered the Tar Marshes and whose fortunes had sunk even faster, approached the dais with the carefully measured steps of a man navigating a minefield of protocol. He clutched a scroll—never a good sign in Malcolm’s court, where written complaints had a tendency to be transformed into written confessions.

“Your Majesty,” Caswell began, his voice pitched just loud enough to be heard over the musicians but not so loud as to seem presumptuous, “I bring news from the eastern borders. The Mad King’s forces have—”

Malcolm’s hand shot up, silencing him. With his other hand, the king reached into the small purse that hung at his belt—a purse that, unlike the kingdom’s treasury, was always full. He extracted a single gold coin, newly minted, bearing his own face in profile. The royal mint had been working overtime, producing coins at a rate that had prompted the Master of the Exchequer to write a concerned letter that Malcolm had used to wrap fish.

The king held the coin aloft, letting it catch the light. The nobles nearest the dais leaned forward with an anticipation that would have been unseemly had it not been so desperately sincere.

“Lord Caswell,” Malcolm said, his voice carrying across the hall with the practiced projection of a man who had learned that volume could substitute for wisdom, “worries burden you like a cloak made of stones. Here—”

He flicked the coin.

Not toward Caswell—that would have been too straightforward—but at Caswell’s face, a golden missile launched with the casual cruelty of a man who understood that humiliation could be more effective than execution. The coin struck Caswell’s forehead with an audible thunk, leaving a small circular mark that would fade to a bruise before morning.

The coin fell. Caswell, operating on an instinct cultivated by years of courtly survival, caught it before it could bounce away. His hand closed around it with the desperate grip of a drowning man clutching driftwood.

“Your Majesty is most generous,” Caswell said, the scroll in his other hand already being discreetly rolled tighter, its warnings unheeded.

“I am,” Malcolm agreed, settling back into his throne with a creak of wood and self-satisfaction. “Generosity. Majesty. These are the pillars of proper kingship. Now, where is that damned fool?”

The damned fool in question—for Malcolm kept only one official damned fool, having discovered that multiple fools tended to form unions—was Rufus Redcap. Small even by the standards of small men, Rufus stood barely four feet tall, a fact that Malcolm found endlessly amusing and Rufus found endlessly profitable. His costume was a patchwork of crimson and gold, matching the king’s colors in a mockery that was itself permission to mock.

His most distinctive feature, beyond his size, was his hat—a tall, conical affair of deep red velvet that added another foot to his height and was rumored to never leave his head, even during sleep. Some whispered that it was sewn to his scalp. Others suggested it contained notes, coded songs, secrets whispered in darkness. Rufus himself said nothing on the subject, which in Malcolm’s court was the closest thing to confirmation.

“Your Majesty called?” Rufus’s voice was high and reedy, like wind through a cracked flute.

“Sing,” Malcolm commanded, waving his goblet in a gesture that sloshed wine onto a nearby courtier. “Something cheerful. Something that reminds these dolorous faces that they live in the greatest kingdom under heaven.”

Rufus’s eyes—too large for his face, bulging slightly, giving him the appearance of a startled toad—scanned the hall. Those eyes missed nothing: the forced smiles, the worried glances, the way Lord Pemberton’s hand had not left his belt where a small vial of poison rested, Lord Harwick’s furtive counting on his fingers as he calculated debts, Lady Brenna’s stillness in the shadows behind her father’s throne.

He struck a chord on his lute, the instrument almost as large as himself.


“There was a crown of shining gold,
So bright and fine, or so I’m told.
It sat upon a head so great,
That lesser crowns would bow in weight.”


The nobles applauded, because not applauding a royal jester’s song was a form of treason, albeit a minor one.


“But crowns, dear lords, are heavy things,
They bend the neck of even kings.
And rust, we know, will eat the gold,
When left too long out in the cold.”


The applause continued, but several of the sharper nobles had stopped smiling. The song was coded, as all Rufus’s songs were coded. “Rust” was a word used in certain radical pamphlets to describe the decay of dynasties. “Cold” had been the Mad King Philip’s favorite descriptor for the coming apocalypse.

Malcolm, gloriously oblivious, roared with laughter. “The cold! Yes! Winter comes for all men, even kings, but not this king! Not yet! Musicians!”

The orchestra—twelve men with instruments in varying states of repair—launched into a rousing martial tune. They played fortissimo, as they had been instructed, the music designed not to please but to dominate, to make conversation impossible, to drown out dissent in a flood of sound.

Behind the throne, in the shadows where servants and bastards belonged, Lady Brenna watched. She was Malcolm’s daughter, though not officially—the product of a brief liaison with a noblewoman whose name the king had forgotten and whose existence he denied in public while acknowledging in private through the provision of rooms in the eastern wing and an allowance that was generous by the standards of shameful secrets.

Brenna had her father’s eyes—that particular shade of grey that could look like steel in one light and smoke in another—but mercifully little else of his character. Where Malcolm was loud, she was quiet. Where he demanded attention, she observed. She had learned, in her twenty-six years of official non-existence, that invisibility was its own form of power.

She watched Rufus now, noting the way his fingers moved over the lute strings even though the music was drowned out by the orchestra. He was playing something else, a counter-melody that only someone watching carefully could detect. A warning? A message? With Rufus, one could never be certain until it was too late to matter.

A commotion at the hall’s far end drew Malcolm’s attention. The Black Ram Knights—his personal guard, named for their helms which bore the curved horns of mountain rams—were dragging something toward the dais. Not something. Someone.

The man was young, barely past his majority, dressed in the remnants of what had once been fine clothing. His face bore the purple bloom of fresh bruises, and his hands were bound with rope that had cut into his wrists.

“Your Majesty,” the lead knight announced, “we found this one in the eastern storehouse. Stealing grain.”

A murmur rippled through the hall. Stealing grain was, technically, a capital offense. It was also, practically, what half the nobles present had been doing through their bailiffs for the past two years.

Malcolm leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. For a moment—just a moment—the jovial mask slipped, and something cold and calculating looked out from behind it.

“Stealing,” Malcolm said softly. The word hissed through his teeth. “From my stores. My grain. My generosity, which I shower upon this realm like rain from heaven, and this… this rat… this vermin… thinks to take what is his?”

“Sire, please—” the young man began.

“How much grain, Captain?”

The knight consulted a wax tablet. “Three bushels, Your Majesty. In a sack. He claims his family is starving.”

“Starving!” Malcolm’s voice rose, incredulity and rage mixing into something dangerous. “In my kingdom? Impossible! I have just this evening fed two hundred nobles! Do you see starvation at these tables?”

Silence. The kind of silence that settles over a room when everyone realizes they are witnessing something that will be talked about in whispers for months.

“Your Majesty,” Lady Brenna’s voice cut through the silence, quiet but clear. She stepped forward from the shadows, a breach of protocol that caused several courtiers to gasp. “Perhaps mercy—”

“Mercy?” Malcolm turned to look at his daughter, his expression unreadable. “Yes. Mercy. I am famous for my mercy. Renowned for it.” He smiled, and it was not a pleasant expression. “Bring him here.”

The knights hauled the thief forward. Malcolm stood—a process that required effort and dignity in equal measure—and descended the twelve steps of his dais. He reached the young man and, to everyone’s surprise, gently lifted the thief’s chin.

“What is your name, boy?”

“T-Thomas, sire. Thomas Miller.”

“Thomas Miller. A good name. An honest name.” Malcolm patted his cheek almost tenderly. Then, without warning, his hand flashed to his belt, drew a small knife, and with a surgeon’s precision, cut the ropes binding Thomas’s wrists.

The hall held its breath.

“Thomas Miller,” Malcolm said, his voice carrying to every corner of the hall, “you are pardoned. Return to your family. Tell them their king is not the monster that seditious whispers would make him.”

Thomas fell to his knees, weeping. “Thank you, Your Majesty, thank you—”

“However,” Malcolm continued, his voice hardening, “someone must be responsible for the deplorable state of our eastern storehouse that drives honest men to theft. Captain, who was the steward in charge?”

The captain consulted his tablet again, his face paling. “That would be… Lord Greaves, Your Majesty.”

“Lord Greaves.” Malcolm turned, scanning the hall until he found a portly man in the middle tables who had just discovered that his survival instincts had failed him by letting him attend this particular feast. “Come forward, my lord.”

What followed was not justice—Malcolm’s court had long ago abandoned pretense to that concept—but theater. Lord Greaves, protesting his innocence with increasing desperation, was accused of negligence, mismanagement, and the particularly heinous crime of making the king appear harsh. By the time the Black Ram Knights had escorted him to the cells beneath the hall, the feast had resumed with renewed vigor, the guests having been reminded that the king’s mercy was always balanced by the king’s wrath, and the scales were weighted by whim.

Thomas Miller fled the hall. Brenna watched him go, her face expressionless. She had seen this performance before. Her father was not stupid—far from it. He understood that a show of mercy toward a commoner at the expense of a noble would be discussed in every tavern in the kingdom by morning. The Lion’s generosity to the common man. The Lion’s justice against corrupt aristocrats. Never mind that Greaves was likely innocent, or that the eastern stores were empty because Malcolm had sold most of the grain to pay for this very feast.

The evening wore on. More wine flowed. The musicians played until their fingers bled. Rufus performed three more songs, each more cryptic than the last, each greeted with applause that grew more uncertain.

As midnight approached—though the hall’s windows had been draped so that time became meaningless—Malcolm rose for a final address. He swayed slightly, but his voice remained strong.

“My friends,” he began, spreading his arms wide, “you have witnessed tonight what makes our kingdom great. Generosity.” He paused for applause, received it. “Justice.” Another pause. “And the unbreakable bond between a king and his people.”

From her position behind the throne, Brenna noticed that Rufus’s eyes had fixed on the high windows, where a gap in the drapes revealed a sliver of night sky. The jester’s face, usually carefully neutral, showed something that might have been concern or might have been calculation.

“In these troubled times,” Malcolm continued, “when mad prophets speak of doom and grotesque pretenders claim thrones built on bones, we must remember what separates us from the chaos at our borders. We have order. We have tradition. We have—”

A sound interrupted him. Not loud—in fact, barely audible beneath the music—but distinct. A scraping, scratching sound from the high windows, as if something with claws was trying to get in.

Malcolm paused, frowning. The sound came again. Several nobles looked upward nervously.

“We have rats,” Malcolm finished, his voice hardening. “Which we will exterminate. Captain, send men to clear the roof.”

But Brenna, watching Rufus, saw the jester’s mouth move silently, counting. She realized he was counting the sounds. Three scratches. Three pauses. Three repetitions. A signal.

She caught his eye across the hall. He looked at her for a long moment, then deliberately turned his attention back to his lute, his fingers moving over strings in a pattern that she recognized from her childhood, when he had taught her codes.

Danger. Soon. Be ready.

The feast concluded as all of Malcolm’s feasts concluded—with the king carried to his chambers by servants, the nobles staggering to their rooms or carriages, and the hall left in ruins of food and broken goblets that the morning staff would clear while trying not to think about how much waste they were discarding while the kingdom starved.

Brenna remained long after the others had gone, sitting in the shadows behind her father’s throne. She held something in her hand: a gold coin, one of the ones Malcolm had been throwing. She had picked it up from where it had rolled under a table, unnoticed in the chaos.

The coin showed her father’s face, smiling, confident, eternal. She turned it over. On the reverse was a lion, rampant, breathing fire. The kingdom’s symbol. The dynasty’s pride.

She noticed something she had not seen before. At the lion’s feet, so small it was nearly invisible, was another symbol: a tiny butterfly with a skull at its center.

The minters were getting bold. Or desperate. Or prophetic.

From somewhere in the eastern distance, beyond the Golden Hall’s thick walls, came a sound like thunder. But the sky, visible now through the windows where servants were removing the drapes, was clear. The moon hung above the horizon, and even from here, Brenna could see the two rusted chains that tethered it to the earth—or was it the earth to the heavens?—swinging slowly in the wind that didn’t touch the ground.

She pocketed the coin and walked through the empty hall, her footsteps echoing on marble stained with wine. Tomorrow there would be another feast, or a hunt, or a ceremony. Tomorrow her father would throw more coins and tell more lies and pretend that the kingdom was not collapsing around him like a house with rotted beams.

But tonight, for a few hours, there was only silence. And in that silence, if one listened carefully enough, one could hear what was coming.

In the kitchens below, the cook’s boy was telling the scullery maid about the crows he had seen gathering in the fields to the east. So many crows, he said, that they had blocked out the sun. She laughed and told him he was drunk on stolen wine. But neither of them noticed that the bread they were supposed to be preparing for tomorrow’s breakfast had started to grow mold, despite being fresh from the oven.

The realm was decaying, whether its king acknowledged it or not. And decay, once started, cannot be stopped by spectacle or gold coins or lies told loudly enough to drown out truth.

The Feast of Ashes had begun.


Chapter 2

The Moon in the Mire





The Tar Citadel did not so much sit upon the marshland as slowly digest it. Its foundations, laid by some optimistic madman three centuries prior, had been sinking at a rate of approximately one finger’s width per decade—a fact its current occupant found deeply symbolic, though of what precisely, he could never quite articulate. The stones themselves seemed to perspire, weeping black tears that pooled in the cracks between blocks, giving the fortress the appearance of a great diseased beast slowly liquefying in the summer heat.


Philip the Mad—though he preferred “Philip the Illuminated,” a title no one used except the most desperate of courtiers—stood at a window that had once been square but was now distinctly trapezoidal, peering into a wooden bowl as if it contained the secrets of the universe. Which, in a manner of speaking, he believed it did.

The bowl held tar from the eastern pits, still warm and viscous, with a dozen phosphorescent larvae wriggling through its black depths. They glowed with a sickly greenish-white light, pulsing in what Philip had convinced himself was a deliberate pattern. He had been staring at them for three hours.

“Do you see?” he asked the empty room, his voice carrying that peculiar quality of a man addressing invisible companions. “Three pulses, then two, then five. The divine arithmetic.”

Behind him, leaning against a wall whose mortar had the consistency of damp bread, Captain Athelred maintained the expression he had perfected over five years of service: attentive interest masking profound spiritual exhaustion. He was a tall man whose armor had been polished so many times the engravings had worn smooth, giving him the appearance of being wrapped in liquid mercury. His face, once handsome in a conventional way, had settled into the permanent grimace of someone watching a beloved uncle slowly drown in his own delusions.

“Very illuminating, Your Majesty,” Athelred said, which was true in the most literal sense.

Philip turned from his divinations, the bowl held before him like a sacred offering. His eyes, pale as winter ice, reflected the larvae’s glow in an unsettling manner that made it seem as if small things swam behind his pupils. He wore robes of black silk that might once have been magnificent but were now stained with tar, ash, and substances Athelred preferred not to contemplate. The king’s crown—that jagged construction of blackened iron—sat askew on his head, digging into his scalp in a way that had left permanent grooves in his temples.

“The old gods must burn,” Philip announced, as casually as another man might comment on the weather. “The river shrine. Tonight. The moon requires it.”

Through the crooked window, visible above the steaming swamplands, the moon hung in the afternoon sky like a pale accusation. The chains—those two massive, impossible constructs of rust-red iron that stretched from somewhere beyond the western mountains to points unknown in the east—swayed almost imperceptibly in winds that did not touch the earth. They had been there for as long as anyone could remember, tethering the moon to the world like a dog to a post. Some said they were forged by gods; others claimed they were the gods themselves, transformed and imprisoned. Philip believed they whispered to him.

He was, as far as Athelred could determine, absolutely correct about this, though whether the whispers originated from the chains or from the peculiar architecture of the king’s deteriorating mind was a question for philosophers with more courage than sense.

“The shrine has stood for six hundred years, Majesty,” Athelred observed carefully. “The villagers—”


“—will be grateful,” Philip interrupted, returning his attention to the bowl with the focus of a jeweler examining a particularly fine diamond. “I am cleansing the realm of false idols. When only the true light remains, they will see. They will all see.” He paused, then added with the air of a man revealing a profound truth: “The larvae have shown me the path. Three burns, two watches, five prayers. It is mathematics, Athelred. Pure, divine mathematics.”


The captain found himself wondering, not for the first time, if madness was contagious. He had known Philip before—had served him when he was merely “Prince Philip the Scholarly,” a thin, intense young man who spent his days in the library of the Cathedral of Spires, reading forbidden texts about the nature of the moon and the purpose of its chains. That Philip had been strange, certainly, obsessive even, but possessed of a kind of feverish brilliance that made his theories almost plausible.

Then he had locked himself in the cathedral’s tallest tower for forty days and forty nights, claiming he needed to be closer to the chains to hear them properly. When he emerged, speaking in riddles and smelling of burning things, the “Mad” had replaced the “Scholarly,” and the kingdom had acquired a ruler who governed by divine arithmetic and the advice of glowing worms.

“I shall make the preparations, Your Majesty,” Athelred said, bowing with the mechanical precision of a man who had learned that resistance was not merely futile but actively counterproductive.


“Excellent! Excellent!” Philip clapped his hands, sloshing tar onto his already-ruined robes. “And tell the Fire-Bearers to sing the Hymn of Purification. The third version. Not the second—the second is for water cleansing, and we are burning earth. The larvae were very specific about this.”


Athelred bowed again and retreated, walking backward as protocol demanded, though he suspected Philip had already forgotten his existence. The king was back at his window, holding the bowl up to the afternoon moon as if introducing the larvae to their celestial patron.

The Fire-Bearers occupied the eastern wing of the citadel, in rooms that had been servants’ quarters before Philip had elevated them to the status of holy warriors. They were, to a man, deeply devout, utterly sincere, and possessed of that particularly dangerous combination of religious fervor and poor tactical judgment.

Their commander, a man called Osric the Illuminated (a title granted by Philip after Osric had accidentally set his own hair on fire during a particularly enthusiastic prayer session), greeted Athelred with the manic cheerfulness of someone who had recently discovered the universe’s hidden purpose and wished to share it with everyone immediately.
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