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    To the Butcher and his Apprentice.
For the "Beautiful Lies" we tell ourselves to survive the night, and the visceral truth that greets us at the dawn. Against the throne, there are no victors—only survivors and the ash.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Beware the man who offers you a weapon in exchange for your ghosts. He is not teaching you to fight; he is simply inviting you to join his funeral. In the end, the iron forgets the hand, and the king forgets the blow, but the dirt... the dirt remembers everyone."
- Unknown

      

    


​PROLOGUE: The Ledger of the Road

The mud of the Champagne road was a thick, sucking soup that mocked the cadence of his stride.

Bastian stumbled, his boots catching on a submerged root, and he let out a guttural curse that tasted of sour ale and old rot. He was a massive slab of a man, his chest a broad barrel of scarred leather and unwashed wool. In the village of Oulchy, men moved aside when Bastian walked the center of the lane. He was a tax-collector by trade, though his ledger was written in the bruised ribs of widows and the broken teeth of farmers who couldn't pay the Valois tithe.

The forest tonight was a labyrinth of grey, skeletal fingers. The wind had a mournful whistle, picking at the edges of his heavy cloak.

He stopped, his hand dropping to the hilt of the rusted broadsword at his hip. He wasn't alone. It wasn't a sound, but a shift in the composition of the shadows—a ripple in the dark that made the hair on his thick neck stand rigid.

"I see you, little rabbit," Bastian rumbled, his voice a jagged rasp. He spit a glob of black bile into the dirt. "I’ve heard the whispers in the ale-house. Cheveux-Sang. The girl with the red roots." He laughed, a rhythmic, wet sound that didn't reach his eyes. "I’ve broken better things than you for a copper groat."

He drew his steel. It was a heavy, ugly length of iron, but in his hands, it had a significant reach. He turned in a slow circle, his breath a silver cloud in the freezing air.

Then, the sky fell.

The figure didn't jump; she plummeted, a silent sequence of falling shadow from the high branch of a dead oak. She landed not on the ground, but on his shoulders, her weight a sudden, structural shock.

Bastian roared, spinning like a blinded bear, but she was already gone. She didn't retreat; she danced. She moved with a lithe, sinewy efficiency that made his own strength feel like a leaden weight.

He swung the broadsword in a desperate, horizontal arc. It hit nothing but the mist.

A flash of dark steel answered him. A single-edged falchion—the short sword—bit into the meat of his thigh, a surgical strike that severed the tendon. Bastian collapsed to one knee, his own bulk betraying him.

He tried to rise, but the hook-axe was there. The curved iron caught the collar of his mail and wrenched him backward, the alignment of his spine snapping against the cold dirt.

The figure stood over him. She was a silhouette of jagged edges and functional leather. Her hair was a long, dark braid woven strong like a hangman’s rope, and even in the dim moonlight, he could see the dark, matted stain at her temples.

Bastian gasped, his lungs filling with the copper tang of his own forfeit. "The King... the King will have your head for this..."

The figure didn't speak. She knelt beside him, her movements possessing a relentless calm. She didn't reach for his purse. She reached for the wound in his leg.

She dipped two fingers into the hot, pumping life-fluid. With a slow, liturgical measure, she drew the blood across her hairline, staining the roots of her braid in a ritual of intrinsic debt.

Then, she leaned in close. Her voice was a low whisper that froze the marrow in his bones.

"The Valois tithe doesn't hit the High Reach, Bastian. But Malvoir does. They speak of the New Iron–the ones cut down in the dark. Where is it being forged?"

Bastian’s eyes rolled back, the dim light of his life fading into the grey. "The... the Abbey of St. Germain," he wheezed, the words a final, wet receipt. "The gold... it flows from the... the white tower..."

He shivered once, a final biological collapse, and went still.

The figure stood. She didn't look back at the cooling meat of the man she had dismantled. She adjusted the crossed hilts on her back and looked toward the horizon, toward the distant, unseen spires of Paris.

The Girl with the Blood-Hair was no longer tracking a man. She was tracking something bigger.

She turned into the mist, her stride a perfect echo of her lust for vengeance.

She was Beatrix. And the long miles were finally calling for satisfaction.
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​CHAPTER ONE: The Price of the Road
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The honey was the first thing to go.

Her lavender honey hair was once a source of modest pride. It had since become an anachronism. Beatrix sat by a nameless creek, the water a gurgling, silver ribbon in the moonlight. Nocturnal creatures watched as she worked briskly–eager to set off on her hunt yet again. 

The fabric of her tunic and breeches were worn down in spite of her leather outer-wear. Her boots were close to failing. Her satchel was near enough to empty, save for some stale bread and cheese that had turned rock hard. Her path was unyielding, unforgiving and utterly necessary.

Her aching limbs eagerly embraced the temporary respite as she sat atop a mossy rock under the cover of sprawling elms. In her lap sat a bowl of crushed walnut husks and wood-ash, a thick, black paste that smelled of the earth’s decay. With steady, stained fingers, she worked the dye into her hair, masking the golden warmth of the farm girl until every strand was the color of a wet hearth. It was an erasure. The nymph was buried; only the shadow remained.

The common road was a lie she refused to walk. Far too many tongues were set to waggling by the traffic of central thoroughfares. Beatrix moved through the skeletal grip of the forests, her path a concerted zigzag that avoided the Valois patrols and the prying eyes of the merchant caravans. Even a town gossip had the potential to be her undoing.


Hideouts: She found sanctuary in the hollowed-out bellies of ancient oaks and the damp, limestone caverns that bled cold spring water. She slept with the hilt of the falchion pressed against her ribs, her breathing synced to the low rustle of the leaves.

Foraging: Hunger was a constant, nagging companion. She learned the language of the roots—the bitter snap of wild leeks and the earthy grit of pig-nuts unearthed from the frozen soil. Despatching bandit camps often yielded meat and wine–increasingly welcome comforts.

The Hunt: When the forest offered more, she took it with a cold, manual finality. She didn't use traps; she used the cadence of the stalk. A young boar, cornered in a thicket of brambles, became a week’s worth of salt-heavy protein. She stripped the hide with the hook-axe, her hands unbothered by the steam of the carcass or the copper weight of the blood. Deer, pheasant and rabbit were gleaned cautiously, the beasts often deemed the property of the King.


The brigands came as she prepared to leave the riverside. They came in the thumb-smear of twilight, the gloam used as cover. They saw a lone figure in a tattered hood and smelled the weakness of a girl. They were wrong.

It was a brief collision. One man, a scarred knave with a rusted pike, moved to block her path. Beatrix didn't break her stride. She moved with a lithe, muscled grace that made his strength look leaden. The falchion sang a short, horizontal note, and the man’s life reached its end in the dirt.

She didn't waste breath on a prayer. She knelt over the cooling meat of the dead, her fingers moving with a surgical efficiency.


She took the coin—three dented silver groats and a handful of copper billons.

She took a sharpening stone and a flask of sour wine.

Finally, she performed the liturgy. She dipped her fingers into the widening pool on the forest floor and drew the red line across the roots of her dark braid. For Jean. For Guillaume. For the parts of her that died at the wretched hands of Guyson Malvoir.


The Cheveux-Sang was nourished.

In the deep grottos, far from the reach of the King’s law, she stripped away the functional leather and the salt-stained wool. Her body was a map of the year’s toll—new scars, thinner ribs, and muscles that had become as hard and unyielding as the iron on her back.

She washed in the numbing chill of the mountain runoff, the water scrubbing away the dirt of the wild but never reaching the darkness she had cultivated beneath her skin. She was careful, always. She moved under the cover of the treeline, her hood a shield against the world, her eyes constantly scanning for the breadcrumbs Malvoir had left in his wake.

He was ahead. He was the echo she followed, and every mile brought her closer to the city where the iron would
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