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Prologue
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The wind off the jagged peaks of the Jura Mountains did not just blow; it shrieked, a thin, ghostly wail that found every hairline fracture in the abbey’s ancient masonry. Inside the Scriptorium, the air was a stagnant soup of charcoal smoke and the sour, animal smell of wet parchment.

Brother Thomas gripped his single tallow candle so hard his knuckles showed white through the grime of a day's labor. The flame was a pathetic thing, a tiny amber heart struggling against the drafts that snaked through the high, arched windows. He was forty years old, a man who had spent two decades in the service of the holy word, but tonight, his hands shook with the clumsy terror of a novice facing a lash.

He moved past the rows of slanted writing desks, their oak surfaces scarred by generations of ink-spills and quill-knives. Every creak of the floorboards sounded like a thunderclap in the oppressive, vaulted silence. He reached the Abbot’s desk—a massive, iron-bound piece of joinery that sat on a raised dais like a judge's throne.

Thomas knew the secret. He had seen the gold-leaf being diverted from the altar-works; he had seen the lists of names written in a jagged, violent hand that was not of this monastery. With a trembling finger, he pressed a hidden knot in the wood. A concealed panel clicked open with a mechanical snap that made his heart skip a beat.

Inside lay the Liber Nigrum—the Black Ledger.

As he pulled the heavy volume out, the leather felt oily, like skin that had never seen the sun. He opened it to the final page, his eyes darting across the Latin script. His breath hitched in a ragged sob. It wasn't just gold they were stealing; it was lives. The ink was fresh, the pigment a deep, bruising purple—the color of royalty, and of deep suffocation.

Thud.

The sound came from the spiral staircase. A heavy, rhythmic step. The stone stairs were narrow, designed to force a man to climb in a defensive crouch, but these footsteps were confident, echoing with the weight of someone who owned the shadows and the stones alike.

"God, preserve my soul," Thomas hissed, his voice a dry rasp.

He scrambled to find a way to destroy the page, but there was no hearth fire, only his tiny candle. He looked toward the window, the narrow arrow-slit offering a glimpse of the vertical drop into the lightless ravine below. If he threw it, the wind would carry the truth into the abyss.

The heavy oak door at the top of the stairs groaned on its iron hinges.

Thomas turned, the candle-light casting his own shadow against the stone wall like a hanging man. A figure stood in the doorway, draped in a cowl so deep it swallowed the face entirely. The intruder didn’t speak. They didn't need to. In their right hand, they held a scramasax—a long, single-edged Germanic knife, its blade dull with age but honed to a razor’s edge.

"I know what you are doing," Thomas cried out, his voice breaking into a high, thin wail. "The King will hear of this! The Pope himself—"

The figure stepped forward. The movement was fluid, terrifyingly fast for a man of the cloth. Thomas backed away, his heel catching on the edge of a heavy footstool. As he fell, the candle flew from his hand, tumbling across the floor in a frantic arc.

For a heartbeat, the room was plunged into orange flickers as the candle rolled. Thomas saw the blade rise, a sliver of silver against the dark. He reached out, his fingers clawing at the rough stone floor, trying to find purchase, trying to find a way out of the corner he had built for himself.

The candle hit a pool of spilled turpentine near a workstation and flared up in a bright, dying hiss. In that moment of brilliance, Thomas saw the intruder's boots. They weren't the rope sandals of a monk. They were fine, calf-skin leather, spurred with silver—the footwear of a knight of the realm.

Then, the light went out for good.

The only sound left was the wet, rhythmic slide of steel being cleaned on a wool habit, and the wind, still screaming at the walls of Saint Jude’s.
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Chapter 1: The Messenger of Ash
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The gates of Saint Jude’s Abbey did not open so much as they groaned—a long, tortured sound of rusted iron protesting against the biting mountain wind. It was a sound that seemed to echo the very state of Christendom in the year of our Lord 1348, as rumors of a "Great Mortality" in the east began to drift across the sea like a foul mist. Elian pulled his hood lower, his fingers numb inside his threadbare wool gloves, feeling the weight of the silence that lay beyond the stone walls. He was a man of thirty, but the last year of hunger, mercenary work, and desperate flight had carved deep lines into his face, adding a decade to his gait.

To the world, and to the silent men who dwelt within these walls, he was "Brother Athelstan," a humble transfer from a burnt-out monastery in the war-torn south. In reality, he was a man fleeing a crown debt and a past he had buried in the mud of a northern battlefield. He was a man of the sword who had learned the pen out of necessity, finding that the ability to forge a ledger was often more profitable—and more dangerous—than the ability to swing a mace.

The courtyard was a desolate square of gray stone and frozen slush, illuminated only by the weak, dying light of a winter dusk. A monk stood waiting in the center of the yard, his face obscured by a cowl the color of a fresh bruise. He stood perfectly still, heedless of the sleet that began to crust his shoulders, looking more like a gargoyle than a living man.

"You are late, Athelstan," the monk said. His voice was like dry parchment rubbing together, devoid of any welcoming warmth. "The Abbot does not care for tardiness. Nor does the work we do here. Time is the one tithe we cannot pay back to God."

"The passes were choked with snow, Father," Elian replied, keeping his eyes cast down to the slush. He had to play the part of the humble sub-deacon perfectly; any flash of the soldier’s steel in his eyes, any straightening of his posture that betrayed his training, would be his ruin. "I am lucky the wolves did not find me in the drifts."

"The wolves of the forest are honest creatures," the monk muttered, turning on a sandaled heel to lead him toward the main keep. "They kill to eat. They do not hide their nature behind prayer. It is the wolves in wool you should fear."

As they crossed the threshold into the Great Hall, the scent hit Elian like a physical blow—a thick, cloying mixture of beeswax, unwashed bodies, and the sharp, metallic tang of iron-gall ink. The abbey was famous across the continent for its Scriptorium, where the finest illuminated manuscripts in Christendom were produced. But as Elian looked at the faces of the brothers lining the hall for the evening procession, he saw no holy peace. He saw hollow eyes, twitching hands, and a silence so heavy it felt like a physical weight pressing against his chest.

The monk led him past a spiral staircase of cold limestone that wound upward into the darkness of the upper floors. Elian noticed a patch of the floor near the base of the stairs had been scrubbed with such ferocity that the stone was a lighter, raw color compared to the ancient gray surrounding it. Despite the scrubbing, a single, dark stain remained in the deep groove of the mortar—a stubborn witness to something the monks wanted forgotten.

"Brother Thomas fell there three nights ago," his guide said without looking back, as if reading Elian's thoughts. "A clumsy man. A tragic end. The stones are unforgiving to those who do not watch their step. Do not be clumsy, Athelstan. Here, the floor is as dangerous as the cliffs."

Elian looked at the stain. Having seen his share of death on the front lines of the Hundred Years' War, he knew what a fall looked like. A man falling down stairs sprawls; he tumbles. This stain—the way the blood had pooled and then smeared in a long, desperate arc—looked like the shape of a hand reaching for a door that had been locked from the outside. It was the mark of a man who had been dying slowly, trying to crawl away from his fate.

They reached the door to the Abbot's solar. The wood was solid English oak, reinforced with iron bands shaped like twisting vines that seemed to choke the wood they protected. His guide knocked three times—short, sharp raps—and the door swung open to reveal a room bathed in the orange, flickering glow of a massive hearth.

Abbot Mordecai sat behind a desk cluttered with astrolabes, celestial maps, and silver-bound ledgers that looked far too worldly for a man of God. He was a man of immense girth, but his eyes were sharp and predatory, tracking Elian’s every movement with the precision of a hawk. The room smelled of expensive spices—cinnamon and cloves—a sharp contrast to the damp rot of the rest of the abbey.

"The new scribe," Mordecai said, his voice a rich baritone that filled the room like the low note of an organ. "Tell me, Athelstan, can your hands do more than just copy? Can they illuminate? Can they find the beauty in the dark? We are working on a commission for a high patron—a work of such importance that the world itself may shift on its axis when it is complete."

Elian bowed low, his heart hammering against his ribs. He felt the cold sweat on the back of his neck. "My hands do as they are commanded, My Lord Abbot. I have experience with the Gothic script and the preparation of vellum."

"Good," Mordecai said, leaning forward into the light. The firelight played across his features, making him look more
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