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  Preface



The man spoke once and the world broke open.




They buried his words.

Built sermons in the soil.

Painted his face on walls and called it truth.




Years passed.




The mask returned.




Not the man.




But a mouth wearing his shape.




Now there is a boy who walks with the weight of that silence.

A preacher who sharpens lies into prophecy.

And the old voice, somewhere in the dark, remembering what it cost to speak.




This is not a history.




This is what comes after the fire forgets it was flame.







—Frank Amaya 

Author,Music Composer 
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THE JESTER
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The throne room’s torches flickered like dying stars, their waning flames stretched long across the cracked stone floor, tracing the crumbling grandeur of a kingdom that remembered glory like a fading dream. The marble pillars loomed like ancient bones, their once-pristine carvings worn to soft impressions by time and whispered betrayal. Velvet banners sagged above, their colors bled to funeral hues.



The courtiers gathered like carrion birds in silks and brocade—dukes in velvet robes embroidered with outdated heraldry, bishops with fingers heavy with rings kissed by the fearful, ministers whose gold chains tarnished under the weight of secret debts. Each wore the mask of noble detachment, but their eyes betrayed something else—expectation, unease, and perhaps… fear. They awaited their nightly diversion with the practiced indulgence of men who had little left to believe in but illusion.



And, as always, the Jester obliged.



He entered with theatrical grace, a gliding silhouette in motley livery of midnight blue and sunlit yellow. The bells at his sleeves whispered with every movement, too soft to be merry. His cap was thrown back to reveal a face so pale it could have been carved from moonlight—painted lips, hollowed cheeks, a gaze that never quite blinked. In one gloved hand, he carried a battered scepter crowned with fool’s gold; in the other, a single crimson rose.



“Good evening, Most Illustrious Inscrutables!” His voice rang clear—a lilting, courtly music that promised secrets dressed in satin wit. His bow was a dancer’s flourish. “I trust His Majesty’s wine has remained untampered tonight? We would not want the chamberlain to grow antlers and serenade the Queen’s likeness again!”



A polite ripple of laughter. It crested and fell, brittle as porcelain.



“Though,” he added with an arched brow, “I’m told the Duchess of Avarice did just that—then attempted to barter half her jewels for another cup. I must say, it’s the most generous she’s ever been.”



More laughter—tense, nervous. The Duke of Iron mark coughed into a silk kerchief, hiding the twitch of a smile. The Bishop of Velora blinked thrice, fingers shifting on his rosary.



And then came the voice from the throne. Dry as dust, sharp as splintered bone.



“Enough, Fool. Or you will have me trading my crown for your wits.”



The Jester bowed low, lips curled in an obedient smile. “Ever your servant, Sire. Though I hear I once pledged allegiance to the moon and back—alas, that court was less punctual with applause.”



Even the King smirked—just a twitch, but enough.



He spun on one heel, raising the scepter as if conducting an invisible orchestra. The courtiers leaned in, breath caught. He began to sing—not loudly, but with a haunting clarity that coated the room like frost. The melody danced between joy and mourning, a lullaby with knives hidden in its chords.



It was a funeral march dressed as a minuet.



Behind the velvet curtain, far from their eyes, silence crowded in. There, beneath the mask, the performer unraveled. The diamond paint on the shelf caught what little light there was, glimmering like frozen tears. He stared into the mirror: not the face of a fool, but of a man hollowed by memory.



He knelt beside a chipped basin. The water was ice-cold. He splashed it against his face with shaking hands. In that momentary wash, memories surged.



His mother’s lullabies in the garden.



His father’s roaring laughter echoing through the halls of a modest estate.



The softest voice of all—his little sister, no taller than his hip, twirling in a circle of dandelions, her giggle like silver bells.



Then the fire.



The flames were merciless—licking timber like a hungry god. The screams were muffled by smoke. The last thing he remembered was the smell of singed roses and the press of his father’s blood-slicked hand against his chest.



“Survive,” his father whispered. “Survive. Be nothing. Until the time is right.”



The Jester wiped his brow and painted on the smile anew—thick, red, cruel. Warpaint, not makeup. He fastened the silver bells, adjusted the collar, and stood.



Each motion was a ritual of resurrection.



He walked the corridor slowly, his boots echoing softly on flagstones. Torches lined the walls like caged stars, casting pale gold across faded tapestries of conquest and coronation. No heroes among them now—only ghosts.



At the threshold of the hall, he paused.



He could hear the courtiers murmuring, their voices honeyed and hollow. Beyond the doors, the world waited for its fool. But within him burned something older than laughter: the slow, uncoiling hunger for justice.



He reached for the mask. It was cold in his palm, sculpted from silverleaf and lined in velvet. Its smile was jagged, too wide. He slipped it on, each motion careful—reverent. When it clicked into place, so did his persona.



He stepped into the torchlit hall once more.



The courtiers hushed. Even the flickering flames seemed to lean in.



“Silence, if you please,” he said, and the lilt was gone. His voice now bore the weight of shadowed things. “A question for our noble King: what use is laughter without pain to sharpen it?”



The court stilled. Someone’s goblet clinked against stone. The King sat straighter, his gaunt frame tense.



The Jester walked with slow ceremony toward the throne. He placed the rose—its petals beginning to wither—at the King’s feet.



“Consider, Sire: we laugh at jesters… but who among you dares to laugh when your heart bleeds?”



Whispers rippled.



“Speak plainly, Fool!” the King barked.



He smiled—a crescent moon of menace beneath the paint. “Very well. You asked yesterday how to cure unrest. I have the answer: laughter sharp enough to cut. Deep enough to expose. You want peace? Then let them laugh until they weep.”



No one moved. The courtiers looked not at the Jester, but at the rose. One petal fell, curling as it hit stone.



He bowed once more, lower this time. “As you wish, my liege. The performance… is only beginning.”



Behind him, the doors creaked shut. He walked the corridors alone again, each step marking the slow march of something inevitable.



He reached the private chambers—the place where the King whispered his cruelties into young minds. He touched the plaque beside the door. It reflected his masked face, his painted grin, his hollow eyes.



He pressed his palm against the plaque, as if to leave some part of himself behind.



“Tonight,” he whispered. “The first drop. Then the flood.”



And somewhere beyond the stained-glass windows, the lute played its final note.



He did not wait for silence.



He stepped through the archway, his cloak trailing behind like spilled ink, his smile carved like prophecy. Somewhere in the dark, the kingdom still believed they were safe.



But the fool knew better.
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Dawn draped the castle in a pale haze as courtiers drifted into the Great Hall like moths toward a dying flame. Velvet-clad lassos of gossip circled every corner, and the Jester—now unseen behind his painted mask—stood perched on a marble ledge, observing the morning’s theater.

Lady Veridiana, her gown a riot of emerald and jade, flounced toward Duke Malbrecht, her laughter tinkling like broken glass. “Did you hear,” she cooed, “that the King has taken to wearing two mismatched boots? A sign, I hear, of diplomatic genius or imminent madness.”

Malbrecht bowed with exaggerated solemnity. “Madness suits him better. At least it entertains us.” He winked, and Veridiana’s fan snapped shut, hiding a smirk.

A footman scurried past, bearing a tray of morning partridges dripping with silver glaze. The courtiers lunged like birds of prey. Steel daggers glinted at hips, but today the only duels were for the last glistening drumstick.

At a long oak table, the Chancellor—nose hooked like a raven’s beak—pointed atop a stack of scrolls. “The treasury demands more coin, my lords. We must tax merriment itself!”



Laughter rippled, nervous as wind through dry leaves.



From his ledge, the Jester drew a breath. He climbed down, bells chiming softly. At his approach, conversation snagged like thread on thorn.

“Ah, Fellows of Splendor!” he cried, voice silk and dagger. He balanced on the table’s edge, scepter raised. “Why tax laughter when it costs nothing? Unless, of course, you find my jokes too rich. In which case—allow me a subsidy!”

A hush fell. Then Ducal laughter exploded, guitars strummed under breath. The Chancellor’s lip curled.



“My Fool,” he snapped, “your wit will bankrupt us all.”



The Jester bowed, hobnails clicking. “A worthy sacrifice for the coin-changers, no?” He tapped the lead scroll with a gloved finger. “For every tax decree, I promise a jest—though it may cost you more than you bargain for.”



Veridiana’s eyes danced. “What say you, Duke? Shall we raise a glass to fiscal folly?”



“Only if the glass is half-empty,” Malbrecht quipped.



Bellows of laughter rose—warm and hollow. And yet beneath the mirth, a thread of unease twined through the hall.

Later, behind the carved oak doors of the Council Chamber, he watched Ministers consult a gilded globe, plotting wars with neighboring realms. Their voices dripped with ambition.

Outside, the wind carried the distant toll of the Great Bell—calling citizens to their daily bread lines. Between gold and granite, the people starved while the court feasted.

He let the door thud shut, masking the laughter of the gluttons. In the wood grain, he traced the outline of his own reflection in nightmares: mouth curled in mockery, eyes dripping disdain.

He whispered, “Play along, Fool. They must not guess the game they’re in.”

The Council’s final decree rattled the doors: new taxes on bread, alley tolls for beggars, a levy on silence for poets. The Jester stifled a gasp—this was no longer performance.

He slid a hand into his doublet, feeling the cold weight of a single rose petal—the first token of blood he would spill to pay for their sins.

A lone trumpeter sounded retreat as dusk painted the sky in bruised purples. Courtiers drifted from the Hall toward private revels; the Jester lingered at the archway. He inhaled the stale scent of opulence and decay.

“Tomorrow,” he murmured, “the comedy continues. And in its second act, the sharpest joke will be their undoing.”

He turned away, bells echoing a distant funeral march, disappearing into palace shadows where real tragedies took root.

He slipped into a side corridor carved from granite, footsteps muffled by moss and shadow. Here lay the oubliette: a vaulted cell with damp rock walls and iron rings scorched by candle smoke. The Jester paused before a narrow hatch and lifted it with a silent click. Below, suffocating darkness held whispered confessions and broken hopes.

He descended the worn steps, the stench of fear wrapping around him. In the gloom, ragged shapes clung to the walls—chains and shackles, mementos of the King’s unrecorded cruelties. The Jester pressed his back to the stone and let the silence claim him.

A faint lullaby drifted upward, haunting as a half-remembered dream. It was his sister’s song—the one he’d sung to her as embers rained on their home. A single tear carved a path through his painted cheek.

“Sleep, my sweet,” he murmured. “Soon, justice will lull us all.” He traced his fingers over an iron bar, feeling its cold weight. It would serve better as a tool than a trophy.

Behind him, a distant footstep—a guard’s careless patrol—echoed. He sighed, extinguishing the memory like a dying candle. Mercy was for children and saints; he had ceased to be either.

He returned up the stairs, cloak sweeping stone dust. Dawn’s first light filtered through a slit window, illuminating motes that floated like fallen stars. The Great Hall lay beyond its wooden door, still humming with yesterday’s jest.

The wind carried the smell of roasting pheasants and spilled wine. He adjusted the rose petal tucked inside his doublet—a silent promise of blood to come.

As he reentered the court’s domain, his heart beat with newfound ferocity. Chapter 2 had ended in laughter—but the next act would end in silence.

He smiled beneath his mask, knowing that when the courtiers awoke tomorrow, they would find their world forever altered.

Under the cloak of midnight, he moved through deserted corridors, guided by the silver whisper of moonlight. Each footstep was a promise—he would not fail. Outside the kitchens, a lone scullery maid hummed as she wiped the copper pots. He paused, watching her slender reflection shimmer in a trough of soapy water.

A single step forward, and he slipped a folded ribbon into her apron pocket—each twist of scarlet silk imbued with a drop of his bitterness. It was tiny, unnoticeable: a taste of ash in the stew. A jest that would sting more than any blade.

He found the wine cellar, its air thick with ferment. Barrels lined the walls like fallen soldiers; their staves bowed beneath secrets and spirits. From his satchel, he withdrew a vial filled with oil dark as spilled ink. He uncorked a cask, guiding a steady drip into the lees. The fragrance turned sour—a silent whisper of death.

Above, in the royal apartments, torches guttered against cold stone. He pictured the King, gaunt and sleepless, raising his goblet in the morning’s light. The Jester’s grin widened beneath the mask: the first drop of poison would be served with the dawn’s first toast.

Returning through the labyrinth of passages, he paused before a tapestry of raven-winged knights. He traced the knights’ iron visages with a gloved fingertip and murmured, “Let them feast on iron and fear.”

Climbing the spiral staircase to the Great Hall’s hidden gallery, he watched the silent barrels tremble with death’s promise. He replaced the cask’s bung—smooth as sliding a ring onto a finger—and backed away, bells still, breath held.

He lingered in the archway, savoring the hush that followed. The jest was cast; the laughter would be toxic. His heart thundered with each beat.

As the palace slept, only the sound of his sighing cloak and the faint echo of wine dripping into stone marked his passing. He vanished into shadow, leaving behind a poisoned gift to be unwrapped with sunrise.



And when the first goblet was raised in celebration, it would taste of ruin.





The first goblet was raised with ceremony.



A golden chalice, polished to a mirror’s sheen, trembled slightly in the King’s skeletal hand. The courtiers watched with a reverent stillness that masked hunger—for favor, for power, for anything to fill the void of meaning.

The King’s fingers, thin as twigs, curled around the stem. His mismatched boots peeked from beneath his robes, a silent herald of a mind teetering toward fracture. His gaze swept across the Great Hall like a storm cloud reluctant to rain.



“To the dawn,” he rasped. “And to the enduring wit of fools.”



He drank.



A pause. A single, eternal moment stretched taut as a bowstring.



Then—nothing.



No cough. No gasp. No blood.



Yet the poison had never been meant for spectacle.



The Jester watched from the gallery above, shrouded in heavy velvet, his form nearly indistinguishable from the shadowed folds. He did not exhale, nor blink. His eyes were fixed not on the King, but on the courtiers around him.



Lady Veridiana sipped absently, eyes scanning the hall for amusement.



Duke Malbrecht downed half his goblet in one swallow and promptly belched behind his hand.



Below, jesters in miniature danced between tables—boys dressed in motley, their laughter high and bright. One slipped, crashing into a tray of figs, and the hall erupted in laughter.



But the Jester heard it differently now. Not as applause, but as complicity.



His heart pounded. He felt nothing—no triumph, no regret. Just the steady unfurling of his plan, like ink bleeding into silk.



Later that day, in the Physician’s Quarters, a scream shattered the still air.



Lady Veloria, a lesser cousin to the royal line, had collapsed during afternoon prayers. Blood vessels in her eyes ruptured like burst fruit. She spoke in tongues before choking on her own breath. The attendants whispered of curses, demons, old sins coming to roost.

By evening, two more courtiers reported dizziness and vomiting. The palace physician attributed it to spoiled pheasant or bad wine—but when he tasted the cask himself, he was found convulsing in the atrium, blood frothing at the corners of his mouth.



Still, the King refused to close the kitchens.



“Fear,” he spat, “is the truest poison. And I drink only clarity.”



In the Jester’s chambers, nestled beneath the servants’ wing, the rose petal had turned to pulp. He pressed it between pages of a ledger scrawled with riddles, jokes, and names—each name underlined in red, each joke ending with a question mark, as if daring fate to laugh.



He paced.



He waited.



He remembered.



His sister’s ashes blowing across the charred field, settling in the folds of his sleeve like snow that refused to melt.



How many more would need to fall before justice was satisfied?



He paused at the window. Below, in the palace courtyard, children played in the shadow of the bell tower, laughing without irony. Their innocence struck him like a blade.



He turned away.



No. Not yet. The court must feel it first. Then the people could be free.



That night, in the King’s private garden, beneath the gnarled ash trees, the Chancellor met with two masked figures.



“The deaths must be controlled,” he hissed. “If this is pestilence, we burn the kitchens. If it is treason, we burn the Fool.”



One masked figure nodded. “He walks too close to the throne.”



The other remained silent. But her eyes—ice-blue behind the veil—narrowed.



Meanwhile, the Jester moved unseen.



He returned to the oubliette with the iron bar now hidden in his cloak. Beneath flickering candlelight, he pried open a locked hatch behind a loose stone. A tunnel yawned beyond—long disused, but serviceable. It led beneath the court, beneath the foundations of this rotting regime.



There, in the dark, he whispered names aloud—not of victims, but of collaborators.



He etched them into stone with the bar’s edge.



Each name bled.



Back in the royal apartments, the Queen stared into her mirror for hours, painting her lips blood-red over and over until they blistered.



She had not spoken in days.



Only once did she murmur:



“The Fool wears masks, but so do we all. Who dares remove theirs first?”



At midnight, a pigeon was released from the castle ramparts—bound west, where a disgraced general plotted in exile. Inside its hollowed leg bone was a note, unsigned, sealed with wax in the shape of a jester’s grin:



“The court sickens.



The King drinks from a cursed cup.



Return. The final act nears.”



As the castle slept, the Jester sat in the rafters above the Grand Hall, knees tucked to his chest, a thin blade hidden in his sleeve.



He did not intend to use it.



Not yet.



But its weight reminded him: soon, they would bleed not from within, but by his hand.



He whispered into the dark, “Laughter is no longer enough.”



The shadows listened.



The walls, as always, whispered back.
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