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The wind coming off the Iron Spines didn’t just cool the stone; it sought out the marrow. It found the cracks in the mortar of the High Keep and pushed through, carrying the scent of pine resin and wet slate into the royal chambers. King Alaric lay in the center of the room, a shrunken thing lost inside a bed large enough for three men. The furs piled atop him—bear, wolf, and thick wool—did nothing to stop the shivering. His body had forgotten how to make heat.

Maester Pyne stood by the bedside, his hands stained with poultices that smelled of crushed garlic and vinegar. He wiped his fingers on a rag that was already stiff with dried fluids. The room was dim, lit only by the low embers in the hearth and a single tallow candle that sputtered in the draft. Shadows stretched long against the tapestries, distorting the woven images of past battles into shapeless, writhing masses. The only sound was the King’s breathing, a wet, hitching rhythm that sounded like a saw pulling through wet wood.

Alaric opened his eyes. The whites were yellowed, the irises clouded with the milky haze of the end. He looked at the ceiling, at the heavy stone beams that had held up the roof for three hundred years. He didn’t look at the Maester. He knew what Pyne looked like. He looked like failure.

"Is he here?" Alaric asked. His voice was a scrape of gravel.

Pyne hesitated, looking toward the heavy oak doors. "He is waiting in the hall, Your Grace. I told him you were resting."

"Resting." Alaric tried to laugh, but it turned into a cough that rattled his ribs. He tasted copper. "I’ll have plenty of time to rest by morning. Send him in. And leave us."

"Your Grace, your heart is—"

"My heart is a drum that has forgotten the beat, Pyne. Get out."

The Maester bowed low, gathering his bowls and rags. He moved with the quiet efficiency of a man who spent his life around the dying. He slipped out the side door, leaving the main entrance for the heir.

Alaric shifted his legs. He couldn’t feel his toes anymore. The numbness was creeping up his shins, a cold tide rising to drown him. He focused on the pain in his chest because the pain was proof he was still there. He stared at the weapon rack on the far wall. It was empty save for one hook.

Dominion.

The sword hung in its scabbard, wrapped in oiled leather. It was the only thing in the room that looked alive. The steel didn’t rust, didn’t chip, didn’t age. It just waited. It had waited for his father, and his grandfather, and now it waited for the boy. Alaric closed his eyes and tried to summon the image of his son, but all he saw was the crown.

The heavy oak doors groaned. They were thick enough to stop a battering ram, mounted on iron hinges the size of a man’s forearm.

Varric entered.

He didn’t creep in like the Maester. He walked with the heavy, deliberate heel-strikes of a man who wanted the floor to know he was there. He was twenty-two, broad in the shoulders, with hair the color of flax and eyes that were already looking for the next thing. He wore a tunic of dark blue velvet, stitched with silver thread, and a belt of hardened leather. He looked healthy. He looked vibrant. He looked impatient.

"Father," Varric said. He stopped at the foot of the bed. He didn’t kneel.

"Closer," Alaric whispered.

Varric stepped forward, the floorboards creaking under his boots. He looked down at the shriveled figure in the furs. There was no pity in his face, only a clinical assessment. He was calculating how much longer this would take.

"Pyne says it’s tonight," Varric said. It wasn’t a question.

"Pyne is an optimist," Alaric said. "It was yesterday. My body just hasn’t caught up."

Varric nodded, glancing around the room. His eyes went to the sword on the wall, then back to the King. "The Lords are gathering in the Great Hall. The Spines, the Vale, even the merchant proxies from the Coast. They’re drinking your wine and whispering about the succession."

"Let them whisper. Wolves always howl before the kill." Alaric tried to push himself up, his elbows trembling against the mattress. "Help me up, boy."

Varric moved to the side of the bed. He reached out, grabbing Alaric’s forearm. His grip was strong, too strong. He hauled the King up against the headboard, arranging the pillows with a rough efficiency. Alaric gasped, the movement sending spikes of white agony through his chest. He slumped back, fighting for air.

"Easy," Varric said, though his tone suggested the King was being difficult on purpose.

"You have the hands of a butcher," Alaric wheezed.

"I have the hands you gave me." Varric wiped his palm on his tunic, as if the sickness might transfer by touch. "Are we going to talk about duty? Or honor? I’ve heard the speeches, father. I know the lines."

"You know the words," Alaric said, his vision blurring for a second before snapping back into focus. "You don’t know the weight. You think the crown is gold. It isn’t. It’s lead. It pulls your neck down until you can only look at the mud."

Varric smirked. It was a small, tight thing. "I have a strong neck."

"You have arrogance. That isn’t the same thing." Alaric pointed a shaking finger toward the wall. "Bring it to me."

Varric turned. He walked to the wall, his boots crunching on the rush-strewn stone. He reached up and took the scabbard down. He held it with one hand, testing the balance. Dominion. The Sword of Kings. High Steel.

He brought it back to the bed, holding it out.

"Unsheathe it," Alaric commanded.

Varric gripped the handle. It was wrapped in sharkskin, abrasive and black. He pulled.

The sound was unique. Common steel scraped. Iron ground. High Steel sang. A high, clear harmonic that vibrated in the teeth. The blade slid free, reflecting the candlelight with a terrifying clarity. It was dark grey, the surface rippled like water disturbed by a stone. There was no crossguard, just a flared integration of the blade into the hilt. It was pure killing geometry.

"It’s lighter than I thought," Varric said, turning the blade over. The edge looked liquid.

"It’s High Steel," Alaric said. "It doesn’t chip. It doesn’t break. It stays sharp forever. That blade cut the throat of the last Giant King. It took the head of the Traitor of Oakhaven. It has ended more lines than the plague."

"It’s a tool," Varric said, swinging it slightly. The air hissed.

"It is a burden." Alaric coughed again, a deep, hacking spasm that brought up a speck of blood on his lip. He wiped it away with the back of his hand. "There are five blades in the world, Varric. Five. Do you know where they are?"

Varric sighed, lowering the sword but not sheathing it. "I’m not a child in the schoolroom."

"Tell me."

"Sir Hadden has Severance. The Butcher has Ruin. The merchants keep Silence in a vault somewhere to prove they’re important. And the fifth is lost."

"Hadden," Alaric murmured. "He was a good man. Once."

"He’s an old man," Varric corrected. "He’s practically dust. He sits in that tower of his and polishes a sword he’s too afraid to use."

"He uses it when it matters. That is the difference between a knight and a killer." Alaric stared at the dark metal in his son’s hand. "And Gared? The Butcher?"

"Gared is useful," Varric said, his eyes lighting up. "He understands the world as it is, not as it should be. He gets results. He cleared the bandit camps in the foothills in a week. He hung them from the milestones."

"He enjoys the work too much. A King who relies on a monster becomes a monster’s pet."

Varric’s jaw tightened. "I didn’t come here to be lectured on statecraft by a man who let the Vale starve because he was too proud to secure the grain routes."

Alaric closed his eyes. The accusation hit harder than the cold. "I kept the peace."

"You kept the status quo. People are hungry, father. Hungry people don’t care about peace. They care about bread. And strength." Varric took a step closer to the bed, the sword hanging by his leg. "I’m going to give them strength. I’m going to unite the reaches. The Vale, the Coast, the Tangle. All of it. Under one crown. Under one sword."

"The Iron Crown breaks those who try to wear it too tightly," Alaric whispered.

"Then I’ll reforge it."

The wind outside gusted, slamming against the heavy shutters. The candle flickered, casting the room into near darkness for a second before stabilizing.

"Give it to me," Alaric said.

Varric frowned. "What?"

"The sword. Give it to me. One last time."

Varric hesitated. He looked at the weapon, then at his dying father. For a moment, he looked like he might refuse. Like he might simply turn and walk out the door, taking the symbol of power with him. But the habit of obedience was deep, buried under layers of resentment. He stepped forward and offered the hilt to the King.

Alaric reached up. His arm was a stick, the skin distinct and papery over the bone. He wrapped his fingers around the sharkskin grip. It felt cold. It felt like home.

He tried to lift it.

The muscles in his shoulder fired, but there was nothing there. The sword was too heavy. It tilted in his grip, the tip dragging on the furs. He gritted his teeth, his face turning grey with effort. He couldn't hold it. The symbol of his office, the instrument of his authority, was too much for him.

He let go.

The sword didn’t fall. Varric caught it before it hit the mattress.

"You’re weak," Varric said softly. It wasn’t an insult. It was an observation.

"I am dying," Alaric replied, his hand falling back to the sheets. "There is a difference."

Varric looked at the blade. "It’s mine now."

"It is yours," Alaric said. "But you must earn it. It is not enough to hold it. You must bleed for it."

"I will bleed my enemies," Varric said.

"That is the easy part." Alaric looked at his son, really looked at him. He saw the hunger. He saw the fear masked by aggression. He saw the end of his dynasty, or the beginning of a tyranny. "Come here. Let me give you my blessing. If that is what you want."

Varric leaned in. He was holding the sword in his right hand, the blade pointing down. He reached out with his left hand to take his father’s.

"The blessing," Varric said. "And the ring."

Alaric twisted the heavy signet ring on his finger. Gold, set with a piece of polished iron ore. He pulled it off. It slid easily over the knuckle. He held it out.

Varric reached for the ring. His eyes were on the gold.

"Take it," Alaric said.

Varric grabbed the ring. In his haste, he shifted his weight. His right hand, holding Dominion, moved. He wasn’t paying attention to the blade. He was looking at the crown’s authority in his palm.

The movement was slight. Just a shift of the wrist.

The edge of Dominion brushed against Varric’s right thigh, just above the knee, then slid down as he corrected his balance. But as he jerked the sword back up, his grip slipped on the sharkskin. His hand slid down from the hilt, onto the blade itself.

High Steel does not forgive.

It didn’t tear. It didn’t snag. It separated.

Varric gasped, dropping the ring. He yanked his hand back, staring at it.

For a second, there was nothing. Just a white line across his palm and four fingers. Then, the blood came. It didn’t trickle. It welled up, hot and fast, a sudden crimson river that overflowed his cupped hand and splashed onto the stone floor.

"Damn it!" Varric shouted, clutching his wrist. The blood pulsed, dark and arterial, spraying across the pristine white furs of the King’s bed.

The sword clattered to the floor, ringing like a bell.

Alaric watched the blood soak into the wolf pelt. It was bright, so very bright against the grey fur.

"You cut yourself," Alaric whispered.

Varric was pale. He squeezed his hand, the blood leaking through his fingers, running down his forearm, staining the blue velvet of his sleeve. He looked at the sword lying on the floor as if it had bitten him.

"It slipped," Varric hissed, his teeth clenched. "The grip... it’s worn. It slipped."

"The steel rejected you," Alaric said. His voice was gaining a strange, final strength.

"Shut up," Varric snapped. He looked around for a cloth, grabbing a silk napkin from the bedside table and wrapping it tight around his hand. The white silk turned red instantly.

"A bad omen," Alaric said. "To bleed by your own blade before you have even worn the crown."

"It’s a scratch," Varric lied. His face was slick with sudden sweat. The pain was hitting him now. High Steel cuts deep. It cuts to the bone. "It’s nothing."

"It is everything." Alaric turned his head on the pillow. The cold was moving into his chest now. The room was getting darker. "You are clumsy, boy. You reach too fast. You grab too hard. You will cut yourself to pieces before you are done."

Varric kicked the sword. The boot leather made a dull thud against the metal. He didn’t pick it up. He couldn’t. His hand was useless.

"I will rule," Varric said, his voice trembling with rage and shock. "With or without your blessing. I will rule."

"You will reign," Alaric breathed. The darkness was closing in, a tunnel narrowing to a single point of light. "But you will never rule."

Varric turned away, clutching his bleeding hand to his chest. He marched toward the door. "Maester!" he roared. "Maester Pyne!"

He didn’t look back.

Alaric watched him go. He watched the trail of blood droplets on the stones. A path of red leading out into the hall, out into the kingdom.

The King looked down at the floor, at Dominion. The sword lay in a pool of shadow. It looked innocent. It looked cold.

Alaric closed his eyes. The cold finally reached his heart. It felt like stepping into a frozen lake. It was a relief.

The last thing he heard was the heavy oak door slamming shut, and the sound of shouting in the hallway.

Then, the silence returned, heavy as a mountain.

King Alaric died alone, while his son bled in the corridor.

The Age of Steel had begun.
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The mud of the Golden Vale was deceptive. From the ridge, where the nobles rode their high-stepping geldings, it looked like a rich, chocolate carpet rolled out between the endless swaying stalks of wheat. Down in the ditch, where Thorn lay on his belly, it was just cold, wet clay that sucked the heat out of a man’s groin and smelled of rotting stalks and goose shit.

Thorn shifted his weight, trying to keep his elbows out of a puddle of stagnant water. The movement made a sucking sound, loud in the stillness of the afternoon. He froze, holding his breath, his eyes locked on the break in the treeline forty yards away.

Nothing moved except the wheat. It rippled in the wind, a golden ocean that stretched from the Iron Spines in the north all the way to the Salted Coast. It was the breadbasket of the world. It was the reason the Kingdom didn’t starve.

Thorn’s stomach clenched, a sharp, twisting cramp that felt like someone was wringing out a wet rag inside him. He pressed his fist into his gut and waited for it to pass. He hadn’t eaten solid food in two days. Yesterday morning he had stood in the line outside the magistrate’s granary for six hours, watching the sun climb and fall, only to be told the allotment was cut again. The soldiers had handed out half-loaves of barley bread that was mostly sawdust and weevils. Thorn hadn’t even gotten that. He’d been too far back in the line when the heavy oak doors slammed shut.

So today, he wasn’t begging. He was stealing.

He checked the bow in his hands. It was a piece of trash, a curved branch of yew he’d steamed and bent himself, strung with braided horsehair stolen from a tanner’s drying rack. It had a draw weight of maybe forty pounds on a good day, provided the wood didn’t snap. The arrow nocked on the string was better. He’d found the head in an old battlefield grave—a rusted iron bodkin point that he’d sharpened on a river stone until the rust flaked away to reveal a jagged, biting edge.

"Come on," he whispered. The words were just a shape of air against his lips.

The wind shifted, blowing from the trees toward the ditch. It carried the scent of pine resin and something muskier. Animal.

A doe stepped out of the shadow of the oaks.

She was small, her ribs showing through her summer coat like the rungs of a ladder. The famine didn’t just touch the people; the King’s wardens had been over-hunting the game to feed the garrisons, driving the animals deeper into the Tangle or starving them on the fringes. She lowered her head to graze on a patch of clover, her ears twitching, swiveling like chaotic compass needles.

Thorn raised the bow. His arms shook. Not from the weight of the draw, but from the weakness in his blood. His muscles felt like old rubber bands, stretched too thin and left in the sun. He locked his elbow, forcing the structure of his bones to do the work his biceps refused to do.

He aimed low, behind the shoulder.

The doe took a step. She looked right at the ditch.

Thorn didn’t think. He didn’t pray. He just let go.

The horsehair string made a dull thwip sound, nothing like the sharp crack of a military longbow. The arrow wobbled in the air, a clumsy, unstable flight. It didn’t hit the heart. It hit the flank, burying itself deep in the hip muscle.

The doe screamed—a high, human sound that made Thorn’s teeth ache—and bolted. She scrambled sideways, her back leg dragging, and vanished into the high wheat.

"Damn it," Thorn hissed.

He didn’t scramble up immediately. He waited, counting to ten, listening. If a warden was nearby, the scream would bring them running. If a soldier was patrolling the road, he’d be looking for the source.

Silence returned to the Vale, leaving only the wind and the buzz of flies.

Thorn pushed himself up. His knees popped. He was twenty-five, but he felt fifty. He wiped the clay from his front, leaving streaks of red mud on his roughspun tunic, and climbed out of the ditch. He didn’t run. Running attracted attention. He moved with a hunched, predatory quickness, keeping his head below the level of the wheat stalks.

The blood trail was easy to find. Bright arterial spray painted the golden husks, vivid red against the yellow. He followed it, his boots crunching softly on the dry earth between the rows.

He found her two hundred yards in, collapsed in a tangle of bindweed. She was thrashing, trying to stand, but the iron point had shattered the hip bone. Her eyes were wide, rolling white with terror.

Thorn knelt beside her. He pulled the knife from his belt. It was a paring knife, the blade worn down to a sliver of grey steel, the handle wrapped in greasy leather.

"Easy," he said. He wasn't talking to her. He was talking to himself, steadying his hand.

He grabbed her muzzle with his left hand, feeling the hot, wet breath on his palm, and drove the knife into the base of her neck. He twisted. The thrashing stopped.

He sat back on his heels, panting. The metallic smell of fresh blood hit him, and his mouth flooded with saliva. It was a primal reaction, bypassing his brain entirely. He wanted to put his face in the wound and drink.

He forced the urge down. He wasn’t a beast. Not yet.

He worked quickly. He couldn't carry the whole carcass. It was too heavy, and walking into the village with a King's deer draped over his shoulders was a suicide note written in venison. He had to quarter it here, hide the pieces in his tunic, and bury the rest.

He sliced the belly open. The guts spilled out, steaming in the cool air. He dragged the heavy pile of entrails aside, trying not to look at the half-digested clover. He carved out the liver first—dark, slick, rich with iron. He wrapped it in a large dock leaf and shoved it into the pouch at his belt.

He was sawing through the heavy muscle of the hind leg when the ground trembled.

It wasn’t an earthquake. The Iron Spines shook sometimes, rattling the teeth of the miners in the deep shafts, but this was different. This was rhythmic. A low, thudding percussion that traveled up through the soles of his boots and vibrated in his shinbones.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

Thorn froze, the bloody knife poised over the joint.

The vibration grew louder. Dust began to dance on the dry clods of earth next to the deer’s head.

He dropped low, flattening himself against the ground, peering through the stalks toward the Old North Road. The road sat on a raised causeway about three hundred yards to the east, a strip of grey cobblestone cutting through the gold.

A banner crested the rise.

It was huge, heavy silk dyed a crimson so dark it looked black in the distance. In the center, stitched in silver thread that caught the sun, was the jagged circle of the Iron Crown.

Thorn stayed down.

The Vanguard came first. Heavy cavalry on massive chargers that looked like they had been bred from stone and bad temper. The horses wore chamfrons of steel plate on their faces, and the knights on their backs were encased in articulated suits that turned them into faceless statues. They rode two abreast, a column of steel stretching back for a mile.

The sound was deafening now. The clatter of hooves on stone, the jingle of bridles, the squeak of leather, the clanking of scabbards against greaves. It was the music of ruin.

Thorn watched them pass. He chewed on the inside of his cheek.

These were the men who ate the grain.

He saw wagons rolling behind the knights. Heavy transport wains with solid wooden wheels that groaned under the weight. They were piled high with sacks. Thorn knew the stamp on those sacks. Golden Vale Harvest Association.

That was the bread line. That was the missing allotment. That was why the village children were boiling leather strips to make soup. It was all rolling south, guarded by men in steel who had never missed a meal in their lives.

"Bastards," Thorn whispered.

He went back to the deer. He hacked the leg free, the bone cracking loudly. He didn't care about the noise anymore. The army was making enough racket to wake the dead.

He severed the second leg. He wrapped both haunches in his spare tunic, tying the sleeves together to make a crude bundle. It was messy. Blood soaked through the fabric immediately, staining his hands, his chest. He looked like a murderer.

He stood up, swinging the bundle over his shoulder.

"Hey! You there!"

The voice cut through the rumble of the march like a whip crack.

Thorn spun around.

A rider had broken from the column. He wasn't a knight. He was an outrider, wearing a boiled leather brigandine and an open-faced sallet helmet. He sat on a roan mare near the edge of the field, leaning forward in his saddle.

Thorn cursed inwardly. He had been so focused on the wagons he hadn't watched the flank.

"Me?" Thorn shouted back. He pitched his voice high, making it sound thin and fearful. He slumped his shoulders, trying to shrink inside his clothes.

"Yes, you, peasant," the outrider yelled. He trotted the horse off the causeway, the mare crushing the wheat as she stepped into the field. "What are you doing in the field? This is Royal Harvest land."

Thorn didn't move. Running was guilt. Standing still was stupidity. Stupidity was safer.

"Just gleaming, m'lord," Thorn said, gesturing vaguely at the ground. "Looking for dropped stalks. The reapers missed a patch."

The outrider rode closer. He was young, with a sparse beard that clung to his chin like moss. He looked tired. His eyes scanned Thorn, lingering on the bloody bundle over his shoulder.

"That's a lot of blood for wheat," the outrider said. He rested his hand on the pommel of his sword.

Thorn shifted the bundle. "Fox, m'lord. Found it dead in the trap. Pelt's ruined, but the meat's sweet enough if you boil it long."

"A fox," the outrider repeated. He looked skeptical.

"Big one," Thorn lied. "Vicious."

The outrider sniffed the air. The smell of the gutted deer was strong, copper and musk hanging in the heat. He looked past Thorn, toward the patch of trampled wheat where the carcass lay.

"That smells like venison," the outrider said.

Thorn’s grip on the bundle tightened. He calculated the distance. Twenty feet. The horse was heavy, tired. The rider was bored. If Thorn ran into the deep wheat, the horse would struggle to follow. But the rider had a bow strapped to his saddlebags.

"Smells like rot to me," Thorn said. "But if m'lord wants to inspect the fox, he's welcome to it. Fair warning, it's got the mange."

He took a step forward, offering the bloody bundle. He made sure his hands were shaking.

The outrider recoiled slightly, wrinkling his nose. He looked at the blood soaking Thorn’s tunic, the dirt on his face, the sheer poverty of the creature standing before him. He looked at the army marching behind him, thousands of men moving toward a war that promised loot and glory.

Did he really want to spend his afternoon filling out paperwork for a poached deer and dragging a starving peasant to the Provost Marshal?

The outrider spat on the ground.

"Keep your rat meat," he said. "But stay away from the road. The King passes today. He doesn't need to see your filth."

"The King?" Thorn asked. He didn't have to fake the surprise. "King Alaric is here?"

The outrider laughed. It was a harsh, barking sound.

"Alaric is dead, fool. King Varric rides with the center. Now get lost before I decide to hang you for loitering."

The rider wheeled his horse around and kicked it back toward the road.

Thorn watched him go.

Alaric is dead.

The words settled on him like a shroud. Alaric had been a ghost for years, a rumor in a high tower, but he had been stable. Stability meant the trade routes stayed open. Stability meant the grain prices stayed fixed.

Varric.

Thorn looked at the banner again. The Iron Crown.

Varric was the one who had raised the taxes on salt. Varric was the one who had conscripted the village boys last winter for a 'training exercise' that turned out to be digging ditches in the frozen north.

Thorn spat into the dirt, marking the spot where the outrider had been.

He turned and began the long walk back to Oakhaven. He kept to the irrigation channels, avoiding the main roads. The bundle of meat bumped against his back, a heavy, wet rhythm.

By the time he reached the outskirts of the village, the sun was dipping below the horizon, painting the sky in violent shades of violet and bruised orange.

Oakhaven was a collection of thirty wattle-and-daub huts clustered around a stone well and a timber-framed tavern that hadn't served real ale in six months. The air hung still and heavy, smelling of woodsmoke and unwashed bodies.

There were no children playing in the dirt lanes. The dogs had all been eaten weeks ago.

Thorn slipped between two houses, moving through the shadows like oil. He headed for the edge of town, to a tumbledown shack that leaned precariously against the ruins of an old silo.

He kicked the door three times. A specific rhythm.

A latch slid back. The door opened a crack.

"It's me," Thorn whispered.

The door opened wider.

Old Man Silas stood there. He wasn't really old, maybe fifty, but the mines had taken his lungs and the famine had taken his fat. He looked like a scarecrow stuffed with dry leaves.

"You're alive," Silas wheezed, stepping back to let Thorn in.

"Disappointed?" Thorn asked, dropping the heavy bundle on the table. It landed with a wet thud.

Silas stared at the blood-soaked cloth. His eyes widened. He reached out a trembling hand and pulled the fabric back.

The venison haunch lay there, dark red and marbled with white fat.

Silas made a sound that was half-sob, half-laugh. "High hells, boy. Is that...?"

"King's mutton," Thorn said, moving to the water bucket in the corner. He plunged his hands in, scrubbing the dried blood from his skin. The water turned pink instantly.

"You're going to get us killed," Silas said, but he was already reaching for a knife. He touched the meat like it was holy relic.

"We're already dead, Silas. We're just waiting for the ground to notice." Thorn dried his hands on his trousers. "Start a fire. A small one. We cook it slow. No smoke."

Silas nodded, moving with a sudden, frantic energy. He began shaving kindling from a piece of dry driftwood.

Thorn sat on a stool by the window. He peered through the cracks in the shutter. He could still hear the army. It was a low drone in the distance, like a hive of angry bees.

"The King is dead," Thorn said quietly.

Silas froze, the knife in his hand. "Alaric?"

"Varric is King now. I saw the banners. The whole army is moving south. Thousands of them."

Silas slowly lowered the knife. "South? To the Coast?"

"To the Coast. To the ships." Thorn turned away from the window. "They're taking the grain, Silas. All of it. I saw the wagons. They're stripping the Vale to feed the war."

Silas looked at the meat on the table, then at Thorn. The joy drained out of his face, replaced by a hollow, terrifying understanding.

"If they take the harvest," Silas whispered, "we won't last the winter."

"We won't last the month," Thorn corrected.

He walked over to the table. He picked up the knife Silas had dropped. He cut a thin slice of raw meat from the haunch and popped it into his mouth.

It was tough. It tasted of iron and game. It was the best thing he had ever eaten.

He chewed slowly, savoring the resistance of the muscle.

"Eat up, old man," Thorn said, his voice hard. "We need the strength."

"For what?" Silas asked, watching him.

Thorn swallowed the meat. He looked at the door. He thought about the outrider. He thought about the heavy, arrogant thud of the destriers' hooves on the road. He thought about the way the golden wheat bowed down when the wind blew, docile and obedient.

He wasn't wheat. He was a weed. He was a thorn.

"The army is going to the Coast," Thorn said. "That means the roads behind them are chaos. That means the supply lines are stretched."

"Thorn," Silas warned. "Don't."

"I'm not going to starve, Silas. Not for a King I never met. Not for a war I don't care about."

Thorn stabbed the knife into the table. It stood there, quivering.

"If they want a war," Thorn said, "I'm going to charge them for it."

He looked at the venison.

"Put the water on. Tonight we feast like Kings. Tomorrow, we go to work."
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CHAPTER 2
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The Salted Coast did not welcome visitors; it tolerated them, provided they paid the docking fees. The air in Port Solace hung heavy and wet, a dense fog composed of sea spray, coal smoke, and the pervasive stink of drying cod. It coated the throat with a layer of salt that no amount of ale could wash away.

Mara stood at the edge of Pier Four, the grey planks slick with morning mist. She wore a heavy wool cloak dyed a nondescript charcoal, the hood pulled up to obscure her profile. To the sailors and stevedores shouting and heaving crates around her, she was just another tally-clerk or guild functionary, indistinguishable from the hundreds of others who kept the city’s commerce flowing. She held a slate in her gloved hand, but she wasn’t writing. She was counting.

A merchant cog, the Gilded Lady, sat low in the water, her hull groaning against the hemp fenders. The ship was broad-beamed and ugly, built for capacity rather than speed. The crew was unloading barrels, rolling them down the gangplank with a rhythm that spoke of urgency.

Mara watched the wood of the barrels. It wasn't the usual oak used for wine or salted pork. It was pine, reinforced with iron hoops that looked too new, too bright.

She stepped closer, dodging a burly porter carrying a crate of sailcloth.

"Watch yer back, mistress!" the man grunted, swinging the crate wide.

Mara didn't flinch. She stepped into the gap left by his movement, bringing her within three feet of the rolling barrels. She saw the stamp on the lid of the nearest one as it trundled past. It was a simple black circle with a jagged line through it. The mark of the Deep Iron Syndicate.

Mining explosives.

She watched ten barrels go by. Then twenty. Then fifty.

A standard mining operation in the Spines used perhaps five barrels a month to clear stubborn rock. The Gilded Lady was offloading enough black powder to level a small mountain range. Or a city wall.

She turned away, the slate cold against her fingers. She had seen enough on the docks. The physical reality was undeniable, but she needed the paper trail to understand the scope. She began the walk back to the Silver Fin district, her boots clicking rhythmically on the cobblestones.

The city of Port Solace was built vertically, clinging to the cliffs like barnacles on a whale’s flank. The lower districts, where the docks lay, were a chaotic warren of warehouses, taverns, and flophouses. As the streets wound upward, the buildings became stone rather than wood, the stench of fish replaced by the smell of roasting coffee and exotic spices.

Mara climbed the winding stairs of the High Street. She passed the stalls of the fishmongers, where silver-scaled mackerel lay in heaps on ice shipped down from the north. She passed the smithies, where the ringing of hammers was a constant, industrial heartbeat. She noticed the changes. The smiths weren't making horseshoes or ploughshares. The racks were filled with spearheads, bundled in dozens, waiting for transport.

She kept her head down, avoiding eye contact. In the Golden Vale, power was land. In the Iron Spines, power was lineage. Here, power was information, and Mara hoarded it.

She reached the heavy iron gates of the Silver Fin Trading Company. The building was modest compared to the ostentatious palaces of the spice merchants, a square block of grey granite that looked more like a fortress than a counting house.

The guard at the door, a scarred veteran named Kael, nodded as she approached.

"Mistress Mara," he said, opening the small wicket gate. "Quiet morning?"

"Profitable, I hope," she replied, slipping inside.

The interior was cool and silent, a sanctuary of commerce. Rows of clerks sat at high desks, their quills scratching against parchment in a dry, insectile chorus. Dust motes danced in the shafts of light falling from the high windows.

Mara walked past them, straight to the spiral staircase at the back. She climbed to the third floor, to her private office.

She unlocked the door with a heavy iron key she wore around her neck. The room was sparse. A large oak desk, a wall of shelves filled with leather-bound ledgers, and a map of the Known Reaches pinned to the far wall. The map was covered in pins and strings, a geometric representation of the world’s flow of goods.

She locked the door behind her. She threw her cloak on the hook and sat at the desk.

Three ledgers waited for her.

She opened the first. It was the import manifest for the last quarter.

She dipped her quill. She didn't write. She began to cross-reference.

The Gilded Lady’s cargo was listed as "Industrial Supplies - Destination: Holding Warehouse 4." The buyer was listed as "The Blue Horizon Group."

Mara stood up and went to the shelf. She pulled a thinner volume, bound in red leather. Corporate Registries - Fiscal Year 302.

She flipped through the pages. Blue Horizon Group. Incorporated six months ago. Principal investor: Ironwood Holdings.

She pulled another book. Ironwood Holdings. Incorporated eight months ago. Principal investor: Varric Sovereign Trust.

She slammed the book shut.

Varric.

She went back to the main ledger. She turned the pages, her eyes scanning the columns of numbers. It wasn't just the powder.

Six weeks ago, a massive shipment of cured leather arrived from the tannery districts in the west. Enough for ten thousand pairs of boots. Buyer: Southern Logistics, a subsidiary of Ironwood.

Four weeks ago, the grain shipments from the Golden Vale had tripled. But the price of bread in the city markets hadn't dropped. The grain wasn't hitting the open market. It was disappearing into silos controlled by shell companies.

"You're starving the peasants to feed a ghost," she whispered to the empty room.

She stood up and walked to the map.

She pulled a red pin from the cushion. She stuck it in the Golden Vale. Grain.

She stuck another in the Iron Spines. Iron.

She stuck a third in the Tangle. Timber.

The lines all converged here, on the Coast. But the goods weren't staying. They were being stockpiled.

She traced the coastline with her finger. To the south lay the Free Cities, independent city-states that controlled the spice trade. To the west, the Salted Coast extended into the jagged archipelago of the Kraken’s Reach.

An army this size, supplied this heavily, wasn't for defense. A defensive army sat still. It ate local. It didn't need ten thousand pairs of marching boots.

This was an invasion force.

And there was only one person with the ambition and the stupidity to order it.

The floorboard in the hallway creaked. It was a specific tone, a high-pitched groan that only happened when weight was applied to the left side of the plank.

Mara turned, her hand slipping into the pocket of her dress where she kept a small, double-barreled flintlock pistol. It was a merchant’s weapon—inelegant, short-ranged, but final.

"Come in, Silas," she said.

The door handle turned. Silas slipped into the room. He was a narrow man, built like a greyhound, with a face that seemed to naturally settle into an expression of mild concern. He wore the simple tunic of a senior clerk, but his eyes were too sharp for a man who only read numbers.

"You need to oil that board," Silas said, closing the door softly behind him.

"I leave it dry so I know when you're lurking," Mara said. She didn't take her hand out of her pocket. "What do you have?"

Silas walked to the desk. He placed a small scroll case on the polished wood. The wax seal was black, unadorned.

"From the capital," Silas said. "The rider killed a good mare getting here. He arrived ten minutes ago, collapsed in the courtyard. He kept saying 'The Mountain fell' over and over."

Mara looked at the case. She felt a cold prickle at the base of her neck.

"The Mountain," she repeated.

"King Alaric," Silas said. "It’s the code the embassy uses."

Mara reached out and took the case. She broke the wax with her thumb. It crumbled dryly. She unrolled the parchment.

It was short. Written in the cipher she had taught her father’s agents ten years ago.

Mountain fell. Wolf bit his own hand. The pack marches.

She read it twice.

"Alaric is dead," she said. Her voice was level, stripping the emotion away from the fact.

Silas let out a breath he seemed to have been holding since he entered. "So it’s true. I heard whispers on the docks, but..."

"Whispers are wind, Silas. This is paper." She tapped the scroll. "Wolf bit his own hand. That's Varric. He’s taken the throne."

"And the pack?" Silas asked, gesturing to the scroll.

"The army," Mara said. She turned back to the map. "They're marching. Not just a patrol. The whole pack."

She pulled a black pin and slammed it into the capital.

"He’s coming here," she said.

Silas frowned, stepping closer to the map. "Here? Why? The Coast pays its taxes. We sent the tribute last month, early even."

"He doesn't want taxes, Silas. He wants the port." Mara swept her hand across the desk, indicating the ledgers. "Look at this. Powder. Grain. Iron. He’s been buying it all through proxies for months. He’s been staging supplies right under our noses."

"For what?"

"To load the ships," Mara said. "He’s going to cross the sea. He’s going to invade the Southern Isles."

Silas stared at her. "That’s madness. The Kraken... the storms... no fleet has crossed the Reach in a hundred years."

"Varric thinks he is history incarnate," Mara said. "He doesn't care about the Kraken. He thinks High Steel cuts water."

She paced the room. Her mind was racing, clicking through variables like an abacus.

If Varric was marching, he would be here in two weeks. Maybe less if he pushed the horses. When he arrived, he would seize the ships. He would seize the warehouses. He would conscript the sailors.

And he would take Silence.

The thought made her stop cold.

The Merchant Republic held one of the five High Steel blades. It was their guarantee of independence, their nuclear deterrent. It sat in a vault beneath the Guildhall, a ceremonial object that had never drawn blood. If Varric had Dominion, and his butcher Gared had Ruin, and Hadden had Severance...

"Where is my father?" she asked sharply.

"Still at the Guildhall," Silas said. "Meeting with the trade proxies."

"Send a runner," Mara ordered. "Now. Tell him to get Silence out of the vault. Tonight. Tell him to bury it, sink it, I don't care. But it cannot be here when Varric arrives."

"He won't listen to a runner, Mara. It’s the Republic’s symbol."

"He’ll listen to the ledger," she said. She grabbed the import manifest and shoved it into Silas’s chest. "Show him this. Show him the powder. Tell him the King isn't coming to negotiate. He’s coming to conquer."

Silas clutched the heavy book. "And the company? Our assets?"

"Liquidate," Mara said. "Everything that isn't nailed down. Sell the warehouse in the lower district to anyone who has cash. I don't care if you take a loss. Move the gold to the accounts in the Free Cities. By the time Varric’s tax collectors get here, I want the Silver Fin to look like a pauper’s grave."

Silas nodded, his face pale. "And you?"

Mara looked at the window. The fog was lifting slightly, revealing the grey expanse of the ocean.

"I need to verify the count," she said. "The ledgers tell me what he bought. They don't tell me what he has. I need to see the army. I need to know how many pikes, how many horses, how many siege engines."

"You
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