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Prologue: The Edge of Memory
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The wind did not howl. It screamed, a constant, physical pressure against the leather of Torben’s hood. He kept his head down, watching his boots sink into the grey slush that covered the upper pass. Every step was a negotiation with the ice beneath the mud. He breathed through his nose to keep his teeth from aching, the air so cold it felt solid in his lungs. Behind him, the crunch of snow told him Garrick and Ewan were still moving, though they had stopped talking three hours ago.

They were twelve days out from the nearest hearth. The timber line was a black smudge far below them, a memory of warmth that offered no comfort now. Here, there was only the grey sky, the black rock, and the white silence of the Spine. And the smell. It cut through the cold, sharp and acrid, like a lightning strike that had refused to fade.

Torben stopped. He raised a gloved hand, wiping the rime from his eyebrows. The valley opened up ahead of them, a bowl of crushed granite scooped out of the mountain’s shoulder.

"Gods," Ewan wheezed. He stumbled up beside Torben, leaning heavy on his ash-wood spear. "Look at the steam."

It wasn't mist. It was steam, rising in thick, lazy pillars from the center of the crater. The snow for a hundred paces around the impact site had been flash-boiled away, leaving naked, scorched earth that steamed in the freezing air. In the center of the blackened circle sat the stone. It was the size of a carriage, buried half-deep in the pulverized rock.

"Is that it?" Garrick asked. He came up on the left, his hand resting on the pommel of his iron sword. "The falling star?"

"It’s small," Ewan said. "I thought it would be bigger. The way it lit up the sky..."

"It’s big enough," Torben said. His voice was rough from disuse. He adjusted the straps of his pack and started down the slope. "Watch your footing. The ground is hot."

The descent was treacherous. The heat radiating from the crater had turned the frozen earth into a slick slurry of mud and gravel. Torben slid the last ten feet, his boots skidding on slate, coming to a halt at the edge of the burn line. The temperature spike was violent. One moment he was freezing; the next, sweat was prickling under his furs. He unclasped his heavy cloak and let it drop to the mud.

He stepped toward the stone.

It wasn't rock. Not entirely. The outer crust was charred black, pitted and scarred from the heat of entry, but where the impact had cracked the shell, something else showed through. Torben pulled off his glove. He reached out, his hand hovering inches from the surface. The heat was intense, but fading. He tapped the exposed section with a fingernail.

It rang. A dull, dense sound.

"Iron?" Garrick asked, standing behind him.

"No," Torben said.

He leaned closer. The material beneath the crust wasn't dark like iron or bright like silver. It was pale, a milky grey that seemed to fold in on itself. The surface was rippled, like water caught in a strong current and frozen instantly. He had never seen metal that looked wet when it was solid.

"Help me clear the rubble," Torben said.

"We should mark it and go back," Ewan said, looking up at the rim of the crater. "The sun is dropping. If we’re caught out here without cover..."

"We aren't leaving it," Garrick said. He dropped his pack and pulled out a miner’s pick. "Not until we know what it’s worth."

Torben ignored them. He grabbed a jagged piece of granite wedged against the side of the star-stone and heaved. It shifted, grinding against the alien metal. He put his back into it, grunting, veins popping in his neck, until the rock rolled away.

More of the pale metal was exposed. A jagged spur of it stuck out near the base, sharp and thin.

"Give me the pick," Torben said.

Garrick handed it over. Torben gripped the haft, lined up his swing, and brought the iron point down hard on the spur.

Crack.

The sound was wrong. It wasn't the ring of metal on metal. It was the sound of failure. The head of the iron pick snapped off clean at the eye, spinning away into the mud. The haft jarred Torben’s arms all the way to his shoulders. He dropped the useless wood and looked at the star-stone.

There wasn't a scratch on it. The pale, rippled metal hadn't even dented.

"Iron broke," Ewan whispered. "That’s good iron, Torben. Smith in the Lower Vale made that head."

Torben crouched. He reached for the spur of pale metal. He ran his thumb along the edge. He hissed and jerked his hand back. A line of red bloomed on the pad of his thumb. He hadn't felt it cut. It was so sharp the nerves hadn't registered the intrusion until the blood came.

"It’s harder than iron," Torben said. He looked at the blood on his hand, then at the metal. "And it holds an edge like glass."

Garrick moved closer. The greed in his eyes was naked, undisguised. "We can’t move the whole thing. It weighs tons. We need to break pieces off. Fill the packs."

"We just broke a pick trying," Torben said.

"We use the sledges," Garrick said. "We heat it. We do whatever we have to do. Do you know what the southern lords would pay for this? A sword that breaks other swords?"

"We don't sell it," Torben said.

The silence that followed was heavy. The wind shrieked over the lip of the crater, but down here, in the warmth of the pit, the air was still.

"What?" Garrick asked.

"We don't sell it," Torben repeated. He stood up. He was a big man, broad in the chest, with a beard that was already prematurely grey. "This fell on our land. In the High Vales. If we sell it, the southerners will make weapons and come take the rest. This stays with us."

"Us?" Garrick laughed, a sharp bark of a sound. "Who is 'us', Torben? You? Me? We’re trappers. We barely have enough coin to buy grain for the winter. This rock is a kingdom. It’s a castle. It’s warm beds and wine for the rest of our lives."

"It’s power," Torben said. "And you don't sell power. You use it."

Garrick shifted his weight. His hand drifted back to the hilt of his sword. It was a subtle movement, one he might have thought went unnoticed, but Torben had spent twenty years tracking wolves. He saw the shift in the hips, the tension in the shoulder.

"Don't," Torben said.

"We’re splitting it," Garrick said. "Whatever we can carry. I’m taking my share south. You want to stay here and freeze with your power, that’s your business."

"No," Torben said.

"Boys," Ewan said, his voice trembling. "Let’s just..."

Garrick drew.

It was a clumsy draw, catching slightly on the scabbard, but the intent was lethal. The iron blade hissed through the air. Torben didn't have a weapon in his hand. His sword was still wrapped in his cloak five paces away. He didn't step back. He stepped forward.

He dove for the jagged spur of the star-stone.

Garrick’s sword came down. It slashed through the back of Torben’s tunic, biting into the leather but missing the spine. The pain was a hot stripe, but Torben was already moving. He grabbed a loose, fist-sized chunk of the rock that was lying in the mud—a piece of slag, sharp on one side, ragged on the other.

He rolled onto his back as Garrick raised the sword for a killing blow.

Torben didn't block. He swung the rock. He swung it like a hammer, driving the sharp, rippled edge of the pale stone at Garrick’s shin.

The sound was wet.

The stone shard didn't just break the bone; it sheared through the leather boot, the wool, the flesh, and the tibia as if they were made of parchment. Garrick screamed, his leg folding at an impossible angle. He collapsed, his sword flying from his hand.

Torben scrambled up. He had the rock in his right hand. His thumb was still bleeding.

Garrick was on the ground, clutching his leg. The blood was dark and copious, steaming on the hot mud. "You broke it," he gasped, his face grey. "You broke my leg."

"I cut it," Torben said. He looked at the rock in his hand. It wasn't heavy. It felt light, balanced.

Ewan was backing away, his spear held out with shaking hands. "Torben. Torben, stop."

"He drew on me," Torben said. He walked toward Garrick.

"He’s down," Ewan said. "Let’s just bind it up. We can talk."

"We’re past talking," Torben said.

Garrick tried to crawl backward, dragging his ruined leg. "Torben, wait. We can share it. Half. You take half."

Torben looked at the massive meteorite. He looked at the steam rising from it. He thought about the winters. The hunger. The way the southern merchants sneered when they weighed the furs he had risked his life to collect. He thought about the iron pick shattering against the pale metal.

"There is no half," Torben said.

He stepped in. Garrick tried to ward him off with a hand. Torben swung the star-stone shard again. He didn't aim for the head. He swung at the arm raised to protect it.

The shard took the hand off at the wrist.

Garrick’s scream was cut short as Torben brought the stone down a third time, burying the jagged point into the side of Garrick’s neck. The noise stopped. The body jerked once, then settled into the mud.

Torben stood there, breathing hard. The heat from the ground soaked into his boots. He looked at Ewan.

Ewan dropped the spear. He fell to his knees in the slush. "I don't want it," he sobbed. "I don't want any of it. It’s yours. It’s all yours."

Torben wiped the blood from his face with his forearm. He looked at the rock in his hand. It was coated in red, the pale ripples obscured by the gore of his friend. It felt right. It felt like it belonged there.

"Yes," Torben said. "It is."

He turned back to the meteorite. The star-stone. The future. He walked over to it and placed his bloody hand against the warm surface. He left a print there, a seal of ownership in red.

"Get the sledges, Ewan," Torben said. His voice was calm now. The adrenaline was fading, leaving a cold clarity in its place. "We have work to do."

"We can't move it," Ewan whispered.

"We aren't moving it," Torben said. He looked at the dead man. "We’re building a wall around it. We’re building a keep. This is where we live now."

"Here?" Ewan asked, looking at the desolate, frozen wasteland surrounding the crater. "Nothing grows here."

"Iron grows here," Torben said. He looked at the shard in his hand, the edge still perfect, still hungry. "And that’s enough."

He looked up at the sky, where the first stars were beginning to show through the grey. The world had changed. They didn't know it yet. The kings in the south, the merchants on the coast, they were still playing their games with gold and paper. They didn't know that the rules had been rewritten in blood and starlight.

Torben Thorne looked down at the pale stone.

"Clean him up," he said.

Three hundred years later, the mine would be empty, the stone carved out to the very root. But the walls Torben built would still stand, black and imposing against the snow. And the blade he would forge from that first bloody shard—the greatsword Silence—would still be sharp enough to cut the world in half.
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Chapter 1: The Gilded Cage
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The heat was not a temperature; it was a weight. It pressed against the back of Lucas Thorne’s neck, heavy and wet, soaking the collar of his linen tunic until the fabric clung to his skin like a second, unwanted hide. He sat motionless in the saddle, his gloved hands resting on the pommel, watching the shimmering distortion of air rising from the road ahead.

Dust coated everything. It turned the black mane of his warhorse grey. It settled in the creases of his boots and gritted between his teeth. He spat to the side of the road, the saliva thick and brown, landing in the dry ruts left by a thousand wagon wheels.

"Open the line!" a voice shouted from the front of the queue.

Lucas didn't look up. He watched a fly crawl across the leather vambrace on his left forearm. It was a fat, iridescent thing, drunk on the manure that littered the King’s Road. He flexed his wrist. The leather creaked. The fly buzzed away, circling the head of his horse before settling near the animal’s eye. The horse tossed its head, the bit jingling, a sharp, metallic sound that cut through the low murmur of the crowd.

They had been waiting for two hours.

The walls of Centra rose three hundred feet into the white sky, a massive slab of limestone that blocked out the sun. Banners hung limp from the battlements, the blue and gold of House Aethelgard bleached pale by the relentless summer. From this distance, the city looked impressive, a monument to order and wealth. But Lucas could smell it. The scent had hit him three miles back, a cloying mix of unwashed bodies, roasting spices, open sewers, and the sweet, rotting tang of the river.

It smelled like a dying animal.

"Move up," the merchant behind him grunted.

Lucas urged the horse forward three steps. The wagon behind him creaked, the oxen snorting as the driver whipped them into motion. The merchant, a fat man with a face red from wine and sunburn, leaned out from the bench.

"They’re checking cargo," the merchant said, wiping his forehead with a stained handkerchief. "Searching for contraband. damn Vane tax collectors. They’d tax the sweat off your balls if they could figure out how to weigh it."

Lucas didn't answer. He looked at the gatehouse. It was a massive archway, the portcullis raised but ready to drop. Guards in polished breastplates stood in the shade of the arch, stopping every cart, every rider, every peasant on foot. They weren't looking for contraband. They were looking for coin.

He shifted his weight. The long, wrapped bundle strapped to his back dug into his shoulder blade. It was five feet of steel wrapped in oilcloth and cured leather, heavy enough to bruise, familiar enough to ignore. He adjusted the strap. The movement drew the merchant’s eye.

"Big piece of iron you got there," the merchant said. " mercenary?"

Lucas turned his head slowly. He looked at the man. Lucas’s eyes were the color of slate, flat and unreadable. He hadn't shaved in weeks, and his beard was a dark scratch across a jaw that looked carved from granite. He wore no sigil. His cloak was plain grey wool, too heavy for this climate, stained with travel.

"No," Lucas said.

The merchant blinked, unsettled by the flatness of the tone. He looked away, muttering to his oxen.

The line moved again. They were at the gate.

There were four guards. Two held halberds, standing bored against the stone. The other two were working the line. The leader was a man in his thirties, his face scarred by pox, his breastplate gleaming with a polish that wouldn't last five minutes in a real fight. He walked up to Lucas’s horse, his hand resting casually on the hilt of his short sword.

"Dismount," the guard said.

Lucas looked down at him. "Why?"

The guard squinted up, shielding his eyes from the sun. He saw the dust, the worn leather, the lack of a crest. He saw a drifter. A nobody. "City ordinance. No mounted entry for non-residents during market hours. Blocks the flow."

It was a lie. A carriage with the green albatross of House Vane had rolled through five minutes ago without slowing down.

Lucas swung his leg over the saddle and dropped to the cobblestones. His boots hit the ground with a heavy thud. He was tall, a head higher than the guard, broad in the shoulders in a way that came from swinging an axe, not lifting weights in a gymnasium. He towered over the pock-marked man.

The guard didn't step back, but his chin lifted, defiant. "Name and business."

"Lucas," he said. "Visiting."

"Visiting who?"

"The King."

The guard laughed. It was a dry, hacking sound. He looked at his partner. "Hear that? We got royalty. Visiting the King." He turned back to Lucas, his smile vanishing. "Entry tax is five silvers. Plus two for the horse."

Lucas reached into his belt pouch. He pulled out a single coin and held it out. It was copper.

The guard stared at it. "That won't buy you a piss in a pot, countryman. Five silver. Or you turn around and ride back to whatever pig farm you crawled out of."

"Look closer," Lucas said.

The guard frowned. He snatched the coin from Lucas’s hand. He held it up to the light. It wasn't a standard mint. It was old, the edges worn smooth. Stamped into the copper was a pine tree, stiff and unyielding.

The guard’s face changed. The sneer didn't disappear, but it curdled into something wary. He looked at Lucas again, really looked at him. He saw the quality of the boots beneath the dust. He saw the way the man stood—balanced, weight forward, hands loose but ready. And he saw the shape of the bundle on his back.

"Thorne," the guard said. The name tasted sour in his mouth.

"Open the gate," Lucas said.

"Lord Thorne," the guard corrected, though there was no respect in it. "We weren't expecting... the North."

"Open the gate."

The guard flicked the coin back at him. Lucas caught it out of the air without looking.

"Let him through," the guard shouted to the men at the arch. "Northern business."

Lucas mounted his horse. He didn't look at the guard again. He kicked the stallion into a walk, the iron shoes clattering loud on the stone, passing into the shadow of the arch. The air cooled for a second, then hit him again on the other side, hotter, louder, and smelling worse.

Centra was not a city. It was a hive.

The main thoroughfare was sixty feet wide and paved with white stone that reflected the glare of the sun until it hurt to look down. Buildings crowded the street, rising four and five stories high, their balconies leaning out over the road like old women gossiping. Laundry hung from lines strung between windows—sheets, tunics, trousers—flapping in the stagnant breeze.

People were everywhere. It was a crushing density of flesh. Merchants shouting prices for silk and spices, beggars sitting in the gutters showing off their sores, whores leaning in doorways with painted faces and dead eyes. A group of children ran through the crowd, weaving between legs, laughing as they kicked a deflated pig’s bladder.

Lucas guided his horse through the press. He kept his knees tight against the animal’s flanks, controlling its anxiety. The noise was a physical assault. The constant roar of voices, the clatter of wheels, the barking of dogs. It was a chaotic, senseless din that grated on his nerves. In the High Vales, silence was the default. You spoke when you had something to say. Here, people spoke just to prove they were alive.

He hated it. He hated the heat, the noise, the smell of perfume masking the smell of shit. He hated the way the men wore velvet in the middle of the day, and the way the women looked at him with a mix of fear and hunger.

He rode toward the inner circle. The architecture changed as he climbed the gentle slope toward the palace. The buildings grew larger, set back from the street behind iron fences. The crowds thinned, replaced by private guards in livery and servants rushing on errands.

He needed a place to stay. The palace would offer him rooms, of course. King Alden would insist on it. But sleeping in the Red Keep felt too much like sleeping in a cage. He wanted a door he could lock and a window that didn't face a courtyard full of spies.

He spotted an inn near the edge of the merchant district. The Golden Bough. It looked expensive and quiet. The sign was fresh paint, and the stable boy waiting out front was awake.

Lucas pulled up. He tossed the reins to the boy.

"Feed him," Lucas said. "Oats, not hay. rub him down. If I find a single tick on him in the morning, I’ll break your fingers."

The boy’s eyes went wide. He nodded, mute, and took the horse.

Lucas adjusted the sword on his back and walked inside.

The common room was cool, dim, and smelled of beeswax and roasted fowl. It was mostly empty, just a few merchants huddled in a corner booth speaking in low tones over cups of wine. They stopped talking when Lucas entered. They looked at the dust on his cloak, the size of him, the weapon.

Lucas ignored them. He walked to the bar. The innkeeper was a woman with grey hair pulled back in a severe bun and eyes that had seen everything the city had to offer. She was wiping a tankard with a rag.

"Room," Lucas said.

"Top floor is full," she said, not looking up. "Second floor has a street view. Two gold a night. Meals extra."

"I want the back," Lucas said. "Away from the street."

She stopped wiping. She looked at him. She took in the northern accent, the exhaustion, the danger.

"Third floor, end of the hall," she said. "Faces the alley. Quiet. Three gold."

"You said two for the street."

"Street view is noisy," she said. "Quiet costs more in Centra."

Lucas reached into his pouch. He placed three gold coins on the polished wood. They were stamped with the sun of Aethelgard. Southern money. He had traded good iron for it at the border.

She swept the coins into her apron. She placed a heavy iron key on the bar.

"Room 304. Bath is in the cellar. Hot water costs a silver."

"Send up a pitcher of water and a loaf of bread," Lucas said. "Hard crust. And cheese if it’s not green."

"Ale?"

"Water."

He took the key. He walked up the stairs, the wood creaking under his weight. The bannister was polished smooth, slippery with oil. Everything in this city was slippery.

The room was small, but clean. A narrow bed with a feather mattress, a washbasin, a sturdy chair, and a wardrobe. The window was shuttered. Lucas barred the door behind him. He didn't check the wardrobe or under the bed. He knew he was alone. The silence of the room was thin, fragile, the roar of the city pressing against the shutters, but it was enough.

He walked to the bed and unbuckled the strap across his chest. He swung the heavy bundle around and laid it gently on the quilt.

His shoulders ached. The muscle had knotted under the weight of the steel. He rotated his arm, hearing the joint pop. He sat on the edge of the bed and began to undo the leather bindings.

He worked slowly. This was a ritual.

The outer layer was cured bull hide, tough and scarred. He unlaced the cords. Beneath that was oilcloth, dark and greasy, keeping the moisture out. He peeled it back.

The blade lay exposed in the dim light.

It was not beautiful in the way the southern swords were beautiful. There was no gold filigree on the hilt, no jewels set in the pommel. The crossguard was a simple bar of grey steel, straight and unadorned. The grip was wrapped in black sharkskin, rough to the touch to ensure a grip when hands were slick with blood.

But the blade.

It was five feet of violence. The metal was pale, a ghostly, milky white that seemed to glow in the shadows. The surface was rippled with the pattern of the fold, like water frozen in the instant of breaking a stone. It looked wet. It looked alive.

Lucas ran his hand just above the flat of the blade, not touching it. The air around the metal felt colder.

Silence.

It was the only inheritance his father had left him that mattered. The castle was a drafty ruin, the lands were rocky and hard, the titles were dusty words on parchment. But this sword was truth. It was the only thing in the world that did exactly what it was meant to do.

He grabbed the hilt. The balance was supernatural. A sword this size should have been clumsy, a crowbar with an edge. But in his hand, it felt weightless, an extension of his will.

He stood up. He swung the sword in a slow, tight arc, stopping the tip an inch from the wooden post of the bed. The air hissed. A distinct, high-pitched whisper that gave the blade its name.

He held it there for a moment, breathing in the stale air of the room. He felt the vibration of the steel in his palm. It was hungry. It had been three years since he had drawn it in anger, three years since the border skirmishes with the wild clans.

"Put it away," he said to the empty room.

His voice sounded rough, foreign in this soft place.

He cleaned the blade with a rag from his pack, wiping away imaginary specks of dust. He wrapped it back up, layer by layer, hiding the light. When it was done, he shoved the bundle under the bed, deep against the wall.

A knock at the door.

Lucas froze. His hand went to the dagger at his belt.

"Room service," a muffled voice said.

Lucas waited a beat. He walked to the door and slid the bar back.

A girl stood there, no older than sixteen, holding a tray with a pitcher, a loaf of brown bread, and a wedge of cheese. She wore the uniform of the inn, a simple brown dress, but the neckline was cut low, revealing the curve of her breasts. Her eyes were rimmed with kohl.

"Your food, my lord," she said. She smiled. It was a practiced smile, rehearsed in a mirror.

Lucas took the tray.

"Is there anything else you need?" she asked. She stepped forward, crossing the threshold uninvited. "The mistress said you looked... tense. I can help with the bath. Or the bed."

Lucas looked at her. He saw the poverty in the frayed hem of her dress. He saw the desperation in the way she held her shoulders. She was just another part of the city’s economy, selling what she had because she had nothing else.

"Get out," Lucas said.

The smile faltered. "My lord?"

"I didn't order a whore," he said. "I ordered bread."

She flinched as if he had slapped her. The professional mask slipped, revealing a flash of genuine fear. "I... I just thought..."

"Go."

She backed out, stumbling slightly. "Sorry. I’m sorry."

She turned and ran down the hall.

Lucas closed the door and slammed the bar home. He put the tray on the small table. He broke the bread. It was stale. The cheese was hard. He ate it standing up, staring at the shuttered window.

He was in the capital. The heart of the realm. The seat of power.

He felt like he was standing in the bottom of a grave, waiting for someone to start shoveling the dirt.

He finished the bread and washed it down with lukewarm water. He needed to present himself to the King. He needed to wash the road off his skin and put on the court clothes he had packed at the bottom of his saddlebags. He needed to play the game.

But first, he sat in the chair, boots heavy on the floor, and closed his eyes. He listened to the city outside. The shouting, the rolling wheels, the distant bells. It was a machine that chewed up people and spat out gold.

He wondered how long it would take before it tried to chew him.
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Chapter 2: The Weight of Paper
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Silas adjusted his grip on the limestone cornice, his fingers digging into the soot-stained groove of the masonry. The stone was still warm. The heat of the day lingered in the city’s bones long after the sun had bled out over the western hills, radiating up through the soles of his soft leather boots. He didn't look down. He knew exactly how far the drop was—forty feet to the cobblestones of the alley, enough to turn a man into a sack of broken sticks and wet laundry.

He pulled himself up, muscles bunching under his black tunic, and rolled over the lip of the parapet. He landed in a crouch on the flat roof of the manor, silent as a thought.

The air up here was cleaner, thinner, stripped of the street-level stench of manure and frying oil. It smelled of dry slate and the distant salt of the harbor. Silas took a breath, holding it for three beats, steadying his heart. He wasn't afraid of the height. He was afraid of being broke.

The debt to the Razor Gang was due in two days. Three hundred silvers. If he didn't have it, they wouldn't kill him. Killing was bad business; dead men don't pay interest. Instead, they would hold him down and take his thumbs with a pair of rusted shears. For a man who made his living opening locks that didn't want to be opened, that was a fate worse than the drop.

He crept across the roof, moving with a rolling, heel-to-toe gait that absorbed the crunch of the gravel. The target was the skylight above the master study. Lord Varris was a minor noble with a major gambling problem and, rumor had it, a new shipment of gemstone rings from the Salt Coast that he hadn't yet lost at the tables.

Silas reached the glass. It was a peaked iron frame, heavy and rusted. He knelt, pulling a small leather roll from his belt. He selected a thin pry bar and a small pot of goose grease. He worked the grease into the hinge, the smell of animal fat sharp in the night air. He slid the bar under the latch.

It gave with a groan that sounded like a gunshot in the silence.

Silas froze. He flattened himself against the slate, pressing his cheek to the rough stone. He listened.

Below, the house breathed. Timbers settling, the distant rattle of a pot in the kitchen, the muffled rhythmic thumping of a guard walking a hallway. No shouting. No bells.

He waited another minute, then lifted the frame.

The drop into the study was ten feet. Silas hooked a grappling hook—wrapped in cloth to dampen the noise—onto the frame and played out the knotted silk rope. He slid down, his boots touching the plush carpet with barely a whisper.

The room was dark, lit only by the moonlight filtering through the open skylight. It was a rich man’s room, smelling of polished mahogany, old paper, and expensive tobacco. Bookshelves lined three walls, filled with leather-bound volumes that had likely never been opened. A massive desk dominated the center of the room, cluttered with decanters and scattered parchment.

Silas didn't care about the books. He moved to the desk. He opened the top drawer. Quills, wax, a seal stamp. Nothing. He checked the side drawers. Ledgers, receipts for wine, a half-empty flask of brandy.

He moved to the painting on the far wall—a dour portrait of an ancestor with a constipated expression. It was a cliché, but rich people lacked imagination. He felt behind the frame.

Nothing.

He swore softly. He scanned the room. The safe had to be here. Varris was too paranoid to keep the rings in the bedroom with his wife, and too lazy to walk to the cellar.

His eyes landed on the floor near the heavy velvet drapes. The carpet pattern was slightly misaligned there. A subtle shift in the weave.

Silas walked over and crouched. He pulled back the corner of the rug.

There it was. A floor safe, set flush into the floorboards. It was a newer model, a box of cold iron with a dial lock and a keyhole. Expensive. Vane manufacturing.

"Hello, darling," Silas whispered.

He pulled his tools. He needed the tension wrench and the rake. He slid the wrench into the keyhole, applying a feather-light pressure to the right. He put his ear to the cold iron of the door. He began to turn the dial.

Click.

One tumbler.

Click.

Two.

The third one was sticky. It resisted, grinding against the pin. Silas eased off the tension, wiped his sweating palms on his thighs, and tried again. He breathed through his mouth, focusing his entire world down to the sensation of steel sliding against brass.

Thunk.

The lock disengaged.

Silas let out a long exhale. He pulled the handle. The heavy iron door swung upward on silent, well-oiled hinges.

He peered inside, expecting the glitter of cut stones, the dull shine of gold coins. He reached in, his fingers brushing against velvet.

The box was empty.

Silas stared. He blinked, as if his eyes were playing a trick on him. He shoved his hand deeper, feeling around the corners. Nothing. No rings. No silver. No gold.

"You have to be joking," he hissed.

There was only one thing in the safe. A single, thick envelope, sealed with red wax.

He pulled it out. It was heavy parchment, cream-colored and expensive. He turned it over in the moonlight. The seal was not the Varris crest. It was a sunburst. The Royal Seal of House Aethelgard.

Silas felt a cold prickle at the base of his spine. This wasn't a gambling debt note. This wasn't a love letter to a mistress. You didn't lock those in an iron safe beneath the floorboards.

He weighed the letter in his hand. It was worth nothing to the Razor Gang. They couldn't spend secrets. But secrets had their own market in Centra. If Varris was hiding Royal correspondence, it meant leverage. Maybe enough leverage to buy his thumbs back.

He tucked the letter into his tunic, against his chest. It felt hot against his skin.

He started to stand up.

The door handle to the study turned.

Silas dropped. He scrambled backward, crab-walking on his hands and feet, sliding under the heavy oak desk just as the door swung open.

Light flooded the room. A servant entered, carrying a candelabra, followed closely by two men. Silas pressed himself into the kneehole of the desk, pulling his legs tight against his chest. He could see their boots through the gap in the wood.

The first pair of boots was fine leather, polished to a mirror shine. Lord Varris. The second pair was heavier, reinforced with steel toes. A soldier’s boot. Or a mercenary’s.

"I assure you," Varris was saying, his voice thin and trembling, "it is secure. I check it every night."

"Check it now," a deep voice rumbled. The owner of the soldier’s boots. "The Duke does not like loose ends."

Silas stopped breathing. The Duke. There was only one Duke that mattered in the capital right now. Malon Vane.

Varris walked to the window. "It’s under the rug. I’ll show you."

Steps across the carpet. A pause.

"The rug is pulled back," the deep voice said. The tone dropped an octave, losing its casual menace and gaining a sharp, professional edge.

"What?" Varris stammered. "No, I... I must have left it..."

"Open it."

The sound of the safe door clanging open. A silence that stretched for five heartbeats, long enough for Silas to count the cracks in the wood above his head.

"It’s gone," Varris whispered. It was a sound of pure terror. "It’s... it’s not here."

"The letter," the deep voice said. "Where is it?"

"I put it there! This morning! I swear by the Gods, I put it there!"

"Someone was here," the soldier said.

Silas heard the shing of steel clearing a scabbard.

"Search the room," the soldier commanded. "Guard!"

The door burst open. Heavy footsteps thundered in. Two more men.

Silas looked up. The rope. He had left the rope hanging from the skylight.

"Look," one of the guards shouted.

" roof," the soldier snarled. "He’s on the roof!"

"Or he’s still here," Varris whimpered.

Silas didn't wait. He wasn't a fighter. He carried a knife, but it was for cutting purses, not throats. If he stayed under the desk, they would find him in ten seconds.

He exploded out from the kneehole.

Varris screamed and stumbled back, tripping over his own feet. Silas vaulted over the corner of the desk, his hand catching the heavy inkwell. He hurled it at the soldier.

The man swatted the glass jar aside with his forearm, shattering it, spraying black ink across the white carpet. He lunged, his sword thrusting forward in a blur of motion.

Silas twisted. The tip of the blade sliced through his tunic, grazing his ribs. A line of fire etched itself across his skin. He didn't stop. He kicked a heavy armchair into the path of the guards and sprinted for the window.

"Stop him!" the soldier roared.

Silas hit the heavy velvet drapes. He didn't try to open the window. He gathered the thick fabric in his fists and threw his weight against the glass.

He went through.

The sensation was a violent confusion of noise and pain. Glass shattered, the wooden frame splintered, and the curtains tore from the rod. Silas tumbled out into the night air, wrapped in a shroud of blue velvet and falling shards.

He hit the balcony railing hard, the wood knocking the wind out of him. He flailed, grabbing at the iron bars, his legs dangling over empty space. The drop to the garden was twenty feet.

He didn't have a choice.

He let go.

He fell, twisting in the air like a cat, trying to spot the landing. He hit a hedgerow. Branches whipped at his face, thorns tearing at his clothes, slowing his fall before he slammed into the damp earth.

He rolled, absorbing the impact, and came up running.

" archers!" a voice bellowed from the broken window above.

Silas sprinted across the lawn. His left ankle throbbed, and his ribs were burning, but terror was a potent painkiller. He heard the twang of a bowstring. An arrow hissed past his ear, burying itself in the turf a foot to his left.

He reached the garden wall. It was eight feet of brick, covered in ivy. He jumped, grabbing the vines. They held. He scrambled up, boots slipping on the leaves, and vaulted over the top just as a second arrow chipped the masonry where his head had been a second before.

He landed in the alleyway and kept running.

He didn't look back. He ran through the labyrinth of the lower city, sticking to the shadows, splashing through puddles of refuse. He ran until his lungs burned and his legs felt like lead. He ran until the shouts faded into the general roar of the city.

He collapsed in a doorway near the river, sliding down the rough wood until he hit the cobbles. He pressed his hand to his side. His fingers came away wet with blood. The cut wasn't deep, but it was bleeding freely.

He sat there for a long time, listening to the water lap against the pilings of the pier. He was shaking. The adrenaline crash was hitting him, leaving him cold and nauseous.

He reached into his tunic.

The letter was still there. It was crumpled, and a smear of his own blood stained the corner of the envelope, but the seal was unbroken.

Silas looked at the sunburst of Aethelgard.

He had gone in for a handful of rings to save his thumbs. Instead, he had stolen something that people were willing to kill for inside their own homes.

"You idiot," he whispered to the dark. "You stupid, greedy idiot."

He shoved the letter back into his tunic. He couldn't go back to his devastatingly small room in the Warrens. They would be looking for him. Vane had spies everywhere. He needed a place to hide. A place where the city watch didn't go. Or a place where they wouldn't expect a thief to be.

He stood up, wincing as his ribs protested. He needed a drink. And he needed to figure out what was in this envelope before it got him killed.

He limped away from the river, merging into the crowd of the night market, just another shadow in a city made of them.
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Chapter 3: The Wine and the Rot


[image: ]




Elara Aethelgard stood before the tall mirror in her chambers, watching her handmaids tighten the laces of her corset. The silk was blue, the color of the summer sky, embroidered with gold thread in the pattern of the rising sun. It was stiff, heavy, and constricting. She took a shallow breath, testing the limits of the fabric against her ribs. It held. It was not clothing; it was a fortification.

"Tighter," Elara said.

The maid, a girl named Sola with rough red hands, hesitated. "Your Highness, you will faint in this heat. The hall is stifling."

"I said tighter. If I faint, drag me out by my heels, but do not let me slouch."

Sola pulled. The laces bit into Elara’s back. She exhaled sharply, locking her spine into a rigid line. Pain was useful. It kept you awake. It kept you sharp when the wine started flowing and the men started lying.

The heat in the palace was inescapable. It radiated from the stone walls, trapped by the velvet tapestries and the crush of bodies. The sun had set an hour ago, but the air remained thick, smelling of roasted boar, beeswax candles, and the desperate perfume of three hundred courtiers trying to mask the scent of their own ambition.

Elara turned away from the mirror. She didn't need to look at her face. She knew what was there: pale skin, dark eyes that revealed nothing, and a mouth painted red to hide the fact that she had chewed her lip until it bled.

"The King?" she asked.

"He is... dressed," Sola said, smoothing the skirt of Elara’s gown. "The physician gave him a draught for the pain."

"Which one?"

"The poppy milk. And something else. A powder from the funny little jar."

Elara stiffened. "The grey powder?"

"Yes, Highness."

Elara felt a cold knot form in her stomach, right beneath the corset’s bone stays. The grey powder was arsenic diluted with ash. It was supposed to stimulate the heart, to bring color to the cheeks. It was a lie painted on a corpse.

"Leave me," Elara said.

The maids curtsied and fled. Elara waited until the heavy oak door clicked shut. She walked to the window overlooking the courtyard. Below, carriages were still arriving, disgorging minor lords and wealthy merchants who had paid bribes for a seat at the lower tables. They looked like ants swarming a dropped piece of fruit.

She hated them. She hated their laughter, their hunger, their endless, grasping need. But she needed them. The Crown owed House Vane six million gold crowns. Tonight was not a dinner; it was a performance to prove that the House of Aethelgard was still solvent, still strong, and still in charge.

She turned and walked out of the room.

The Great Hall was a cavern of noise. The vaulted ceiling was lost in shadow, hidden above the glare of a dozen iron chandeliers that dripped hot wax onto the rush-covered floor. Trestle tables stretched the length of the room, groaning under the weight of silver platters.

Elara entered through the side door near the dais. The herald saw her and slammed his staff against the floor.

"Her Royal Highness, The Princess Elara!"

The noise cut out. Three hundred heads turned. Elara lifted her chin. She walked to the high table, her movements fluid and practiced. She didn't look at the crowd. She looked at the empty chair in the center of the dais. The King’s chair. It was carved from black oak, the back shaped like a sunburst.

To the right of the King’s chair sat Duke Malon Vane.

He was drinking wine from a jeweled goblet. He didn't stand when she approached. He swirled the red liquid, watching the vortex, and then looked up. His face was handsome in a predatory way—sharp cheekbones, eyes the color of polished jade, and a mouth that always seemed on the verge of a smile he wouldn't share. He wore green velvet, the silver albatross of his house stitched over his heart.

"Princess," Malon said. His voice was smooth, like oil pouring over gravel. "You look radiant. The heat agrees with you."

"My Lord Duke," Elara said. She took her seat to the left of the King’s chair. "You are in my father’s earshot. I suggest you stand when he arrives."

"I always stand for the King," Malon said. He took a sip of wine. "When there is a King to stand for."

Elara turned to him slowly. "Careful, Malon. The wine is strong tonight."

"Is it?" He smiled. "I find it thin. A bad vintage. But then, the royal cellars aren't what they used to be, are they? Stocks run low when the bills aren't paid."

Before Elara could answer, the double doors at the back of the hall groaned open. The herald struck the floor again, harder this time.

"His Majesty, King Alden the Fourth, Protector of the Realm, Lord of the Gilded Plains!"

The room rose. The rustle of silk and the clatter of benches was a wave of sound.

King Alden walked in.

He was dying. Every person in the room could see it, though they all pretended not to. He walked with a cane, his knuckles white on the ivory handle. His skin was the color of old parchment, translucent and dry. The royal robes hung on his frame, too heavy for the shoulders that bore them. But his eyes were bright—too bright, manic with the chemical energy of the grey powder.

He made it to the dais. He didn't look at the crowd. He focused entirely on placing one foot in front of the other.

Malon stood up. He bowed, low and theatrical.

"Your Majesty," Malon said.

Alden looked at him. For a second, the brightness in the King’s eyes dimmed, replaced by a dull, confused recognition. "Vane. You’re wearing green."

"My House colors, Sire."

"I hate green," Alden muttered. He collapsed into the black oak chair. "Sit. Everyone sit. Stop staring."

The court sat. The noise resumed, a low murmur of gossip that sounded like the buzzing of flies over a carcass.

Servants swarmed the high table. They brought roasted pheasant, glazed with honey and almonds. They brought darker meats, venison and boar, swimming in gravy. They poured the wine.

Elara watched her father. He wasn't eating. His hands were shaking. He picked up his fork and put it down. He reached for his goblet, his fingers trembling so badly the wine sloshed over the rim, staining the white tablecloth like a fresh wound.

"Let me help you," Elara whispered, reaching for the cup.

"I can do it," Alden snapped. His voice was brittle. He gripped the goblet with both hands and brought it to his lips. He drank greedily, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

"The pheasant is excellent, Sire," Malon said, leaning across the empty space between them. He sliced a piece of meat with a silver knife. The juice ran red onto his plate. "From the Royal preserves, I assume?"

"Yes," Alden said. He was staring at the candle flame in front of him.

"We haven't seen you at the hunt lately," Malon said. He chewed slowly. "The stags are overpopulating. They’re eating the bark off the young trees. When the old stag is... absent... the herd suffers."

It wasn't subtle. It was a dagger on the table.

Elara placed her hand on her father’s arm. "The King has been occupied with matters of state, Duke Vane. Not everyone has the luxury of leisure."

Malon laughed softly. "Matters of state? Is that what we call it? I heard the physicians are the ones occupied."

"Malon," Elara warned.

"I’m just concerned, Elara. We all are. The realm needs strength. The North is restless. The rumors from the coast are troubling. And here sits the King, shaking so hard he can't hold his wine."

Alden turned his head. The manic energy flared again. "I am strong enough to hang a traitor, Vane. Remember that."

"Of course, Sire." Malon didn't look away. "But can you hold the rope?"

Alden slammed his hand onto the table. The silverware jumped. The hall went silent.

"I am the King!" Alden shouted. His voice cracked, a wet, tearing sound. "I am the blood of the sun! I will not be questioned by a merchant with a bought title!"

He stood up. The chair screeched against the stone floor.

Then he stopped.

His face went rigid. The color drained from his cheeks, leaving them ashen. He brought a hand to his chest, clutching the heavy velvet of his robe.

"Father?" Elara stood up.

Alden opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. Only a sound—a gurgling, wet rattle deep in his throat.

He coughed.

It was a violent spasm that bent him double. He retched, and a spray of blood splattered across the white tablecloth, dark and thick, mixing with the spilled wine.

The court gasped. A woman screamed.

"Physician!" Elara screamed. She grabbed her father’s arm as his knees buckled. He was heavy, dead weight falling. She struggled to hold him, her boots sliding on the stone.

Malon didn't move to help. He sat in his chair, watching. He looked at the blood on the table. He looked at the King collapsing. His expression was one of mild curiosity, like a man watching a play he had already read.

"He’s choking!" a guard shouted, rushing the dais.

"Get back!" Elara ordered. She lowered her father to the floor behind the table, shielding him from the view of the court. "Clear the hall! Get them out!"

King Alden was convulsing. His eyes were rolled back in his head, showing only the whites. Foam, pink with blood, bubbled at the corners of his mouth.

"Elara," he wheezed. His hand clawed at her dress, staining the blue silk. "It burns. The fire."

"I’m here," she said. She was crying, but her voice was steady. "The physician is coming."

"Not... sick," he gasped. The words were barely intelligible through the blood. "Not... sickness."

The Royal Physician, a small man named Maester Haddon, skidded onto the dais. He fell to his knees beside the King, opening a leather satchel. He smelled of vinegar and dried herbs.

"Hold his head," Haddon said. He pried the King’s jaw open. "He’s bitten his tongue."

"Is it a seizure?" Elara asked.

Haddon looked at the blood. He looked at the King’s dilated pupils. He looked at Elara. The fear in the little man’s eyes was absolute.

"No," Haddon whispered.

Alden arched his back, a final, agonizing spasm that lifted his heels off the floor. Then he went limp. The hand gripping Elara’s dress relaxed, sliding down the silk to hit the stone with a soft thud.

The silence in the Great Hall was absolute. Three hundred people held their breath.

Haddon put a hand to the King’s neck. He waited. He shook his head.

Elara looked up. She looked over the edge of the table.

Duke Malon Vane was standing now. He held his goblet in one hand. He looked down at her, his face a mask of solemn tragedy that didn't reach his eyes.

"The King is dead," Malon announced to the silent hall. His voice carried to the rafters. "Long live the Queen."

He raised his glass.

Elara felt a coldness that had nothing to do with the temperature of the room. It started in her chest and spread to her fingertips. She looked at her father’s body. She looked at the blood on the floor. It wasn't the bright red of fresh arterial spray. It was dark, almost black, with a greenish tint in the candlelight.

It smelled of almonds.

She stood up. Her dress was ruined. Her hands were covered in her father’s blood. She didn't wipe them. She wanted them to see.

"Clear the hall," Elara said. Her voice was not loud, but it cut through the silence like a whip. "Now."

The guards moved. They began herding the stunned courtiers toward the doors. The noise returned, a rising babble of panic and excitement.

Malon didn't move. He stood his ground on the dais.

"We must secure the city," Malon said. "The succession is... complicated. Without a male heir..."

"The succession is clear," Elara said. She stepped toward him. "I am the heir."

"You are a woman, Elara. And unmarried. The Council will have questions. The Guilds will have concerns. Stability is the priority."

"Get out of my sight, Malon."

He smiled. It was a genuine smile this time. "I will handle the arrangements. For the funeral. And for the coronation. Whatever that may look like."

He bowed again, mocking her with his courtesy, and turned to leave. He walked with a light step, the step of a man who had just won a very large bet.

Elara watched him go. She turned back to the physician.

"Haddon," she said.

"Highness?" The little man was trembling, packing his instruments with clumsy hands.

"The cup," she said. "The King’s goblet."

Haddon looked at the table. The goblet was overturned, the dregs of the wine pooling on the cloth.

"Take it," Elara said. "Take the pitcher it was poured from. Test them."

"Test them for what, Highness?"

"You know what," she said. "And Haddon?"

"Yes?"

"If you lie to me," Elara said, looking at the black blood on her hands, "if you tell me it was his heart, or a seizure, or bad humors... I will have your head on a spike before the sun rises."

Haddon swallowed. He nodded. He grabbed the goblet and the pitcher, wrapping them in a linen napkin, and hurried away.

Elara was alone on the dais with the body of her father. The hall was empty now, save for the guards at the doors who stood facing outward, their backs to the dead King.

She knelt. She brushed a strand of grey hair from Alden’s forehead. His skin was already cooling.

"Not sickness," she whispered, repeating his final words.

She looked at the empty hall. The feast was untouched on the tables. The candles were burning down. The smell of roasted meat was now nauseating, heavy and greasy.

She reached into her bodice and pulled out a small, folded piece of paper she had carried with her for three days. It was a list of names. Potential allies. Potential enemies.

She looked at the name at the top of the list. Malon Vane.

She took the paper and dipped the corner into the flame of the nearest candle. She watched it catch, the fire curling the edge, turning the ink to ash. She dropped it onto the stone floor and watched it burn until there was nothing left but a smear of grey dust.

She didn't need a list anymore. She knew who the enemy was.

Elara stood up. She smoothed the blood-stained silk of her dress. She walked to the edge of the dais and looked out at the empty cavern of the Great Hall.

The war had started. And she was already losing.
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Chapter 4: The Sand and the Shame
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The sun over the Grand Lists was a hammer that did not stop swinging. It beat down on the packed earth of the arena, baking the blood from the morning’s melees into a dark, flaky crust that mixed with the sand. The air was thick with the smell of horse sweat, unwashed bodies, and the distinct, copper tang of violence.

Captain Torian stood in the tunnel, the shadow of the archway offering the only reprieve from the glare. He adjusted the strap of his shield, tightening the buckle until the leather bit into his forearm. He flexed his hand, feeling the calluses scrape against the sharkskin grip of his arming sword. It was standard issue steel, battered and notched, but he knew its weight better than he knew the face of his own mother.

"They’re loud today," a voice said from the shadows behind him.

Torian didn't turn. He watched the slice of bright arena visible through the gate. "They’re scared. The King is dead. They want to see someone bleed so they forget that the city is about to burn."

"Malon shouldn't have let the games go on," the squire muttered, handing Torian a waterskin. "It’s disrespectful."

"It’s politics, boy," Torian said. He took a mouthful of warm water and spat it onto the dirt. "If he cancels, he looks afraid. If he holds it, he looks like he’s in charge. Malon Vane likes to look like he’s in charge."

A trumpet blasted, a harsh brassy note that cut through the roar of the crowd. The gate groaned upward, the heavy iron chains rattling in their housings.

Torian stepped out.

The noise hit him like a physical wave. Ten thousand people were packed into the wooden stands that rose on all four sides of the sanding pit. They were screaming, a chaotic mix of cheers and jeers that blended into a single, aggressive frequency.

He walked to the center of the ring. He didn't wave. He didn't play to the crowd. He was North. In the High Vales, you didn't dance before you killed a wolf; you just killed it.

He looked up at the Royal Box. It was draped in black silk today, a stark contrast to the colorful pennants fluttering from the other stands. Princess Elara sat in the center, wearing a dress of mourning charcoal, her face a mask of porcelain indifference. She looked small against the high-backed chair, isolated.

To her right sat Duke Malon. He was not wearing black. He wore the green and silver of his house, his doublet slashed with gold. He was leaning forward, elbows on the railing, smiling like a man who owned the very air the spectators were breathing.

Torian felt a heat rise in his chest that had nothing to do with the sun. He gripped his sword tighter.

"Presenting!" the herald bellowed, his voice amplified by a brass cone. "For the North! Captain of the Thorne Guard! Torian of the High Vales!"

The applause was polite, scattered. The North was poor, and poverty had few fans in the capital.

"And his opponent!" the herald screamed, his voice jumping an octave. "The Shield of the Salt Coast! The Breaker of Masts! Ser Gareth of House Vane!"

The crowd erupted.

From the opposite gate, a giant emerged. Gareth was six and a half feet of slab muscle encased in polished plate armor that gleamed so bright it hurt to look at. He wore a greathelm fashioned into the shape of a snarling sea-wyrm, and he carried a mace with a head the size of a melon.

He raised the weapon, and the crowd chanted his name. Ga-reth. Ga-reth.

Torian rolled his shoulders. He wore chainmail over boiled leather, a half-helm that left his face exposed, and steel greaves. He was lighter, faster, but if that mace connected, speed wouldn't matter. He would be paste inside his own armor.

The marshal dropped his baton.

Gareth didn't wait. He charged, a wall of steel moving with terrifying momentum. He didn't bother with technique; he relied on mass.

Torian waited. He stood his ground, feet planted in the sand, sword held low. He waited until he could hear the grate of Gareth’s breath inside the helm, until he could smell the oil on the armor.

Gareth swung. It was a horizontal haymaker, a blow meant to take a head off.

Torian dropped.

The mace hissed through the air where his helmet had been a fraction of a second before. The wind of the passage ruffled Torian’s hair. He drove forward, driving his shoulder into Gareth’s midsection, right under the breastplate.

It was like hitting a stone pillar, but the momentum worked. Gareth stumbled back, his center of gravity compromised.

Torian didn't let up. He spun, lashing out with his shield, catching Gareth on the side of the helmet. The blow rang like a church bell. Gareth staggered sideways, flailing for balance.

Torian circled. He kept his sword moving, probing. He wasn't trying to kill—the rules were to yield or unconsciousness—but he needed to dismantle the man. He struck the back of Gareth’s knee with the flat of his blade, a sharp crack that buckled the joint.

Gareth went down on one knee.

The crowd gasped. The chanting died.

Torian stepped back, giving the man room to stand. It was the honorable thing to do. It was the Northern thing to do.

"Stand up," Torian said.

Gareth pushed himself up, grunting. He turned, the wyrm-helm facing Torian. Through the eye slits, Torian could see nothing but shadow.

"You’re fast for a savage," Gareth muffled.

"You’re slow for a knight," Torian replied.

Gareth roared and charged again. This time, he feinted a high swing and brought the mace down in a vertical smash. Torian sidestepped, letting the weapon bury itself in the sand. He stepped in and slammed the pommel of his sword into the side of Gareth’s helm.

Gareth reeled. He dropped the mace. He fell onto his back, the heavy armor clattering against the hardpack.

Torian stood over him. He placed the tip of his sword at the throat of the armor, right where the gorget met the helmet.

"Yield," Torian said.

The crowd was silent. They were waiting for the kill, or the surrender.

Gareth lay still. His hands were open, palms up in a gesture of submission.

"I yield," Gareth wheezed.

Torian nodded. He stepped back and sheathed his sword. He turned toward the Royal Box to bow to the Princess.

He never saw the dagger.

Gareth rolled. With a speed that belied his size, he pulled a stiletto from his boot—a thin, needle-pointed blade that was strictly forbidden in tourney rules. He lunged.

He didn't aim for the back. He aimed for the tendon behind Torian’s ankle.

Torian felt the bite before the pain. A hot, sharp line drawn across his heel. His leg gave out. He collapsed, hitting the sand hard.

He rolled instinctively, scrambling to get his shield up, but Gareth was already on top of him. The knight had discarded the mace. He straddled Torian’s chest, pinning him with three hundred pounds of armor and malice.
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