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    Since the early 1970s, George R.R. Martin has written consistently in the fantasy and sci-fi genre, though he truly skyrocketed to fame with his fantasy epic A Song of Ice and Fire, which began in 1996 and has yet to conclude. The series currently spans five novels, with two more planned instalments. Martin is known for bringing a degree of complexity often derided as absent from the fantasy genre to his work, spurning the typical good vs. evil dichotomy in favour of a morally nebulous, historically dense, and entirely unpredictable narrative style.
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    Several men attempt to wrest control of the Seven Kingdoms from the ruling Lannisters: Stannis and Renly Baratheon, Robb Stark, and Balon and Theon Greyjoy. Daenerys Targaryen also attempts to return to the continent of Westeros in pursuit of the same goal with her three dragons. Meanwhile, the lost arts of magic appear to be regaining their strength, and Jon Snow and the Night’s Watch believe the King-Beyond-the-Wall to be amassing forces that may include more than just wildling men and women for a march against the Wall. Sansa and Arya Stark both attempt to return home, but their attempts are continually thwarted by a harsh and roiling reality. And in King’s Landing, Tyrion Lannister bolsters the defences for the storm of armies to come.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    PROLOGUE


    Maester Cressen, advisor to the newly-crowned King Stannis Baratheon of Dragonstone, deems a red comet passing through the sky to be ominous. Cressen aims to convince Stannis to join forces either with House Stark or with his brother, Renly Baratheon, in order to oppose House Lannister, whom Cressen calls Stannis’ “true enemies” (p.16). However, Stannis is unconvinced: he is stubborn by nature, and unimpressed by the young new head of House Stark and self-proclaimed King in the North, Robb Stark; he also deems Renly’s pursuit of the crown to be treasonous. Stannis’ wife, Selyse, impels Stannis to instead kill Renly. Cressen attempts to convince him otherwise, but Selyse wins out.


    Cressen knows Selyse’s thoughts to now be governed by Melisandre, a sorceress and priestess to the Lord of Light. Cressen concludes that the only way to save Dragonstone from Melisandre is to kill her, and so he attempts to poison her at dinner, but due to circumstances must drink along with Melisandre. Cressen dies, but the poison does not affect Melisandre, foreshadowing the renewed potency of magic.


    LEAVING, AND RETURNING TO, KING’S LANDING


    Disguised as a boy amongst a group going to join the Night’s Watch, Arya Stark flees from King’s Landing after Joffrey Baratheon’s ascension to the throne. She sees the comet, and likens it to the sword that beheaded her father.


    Sansa Stark, Arya’s older sister and Joffrey’s betrothed, attends a jousting tournament with Joffrey. Sansa does her best to be docile around the King due to his hair-trigger temper and abusive behaviour, traits only exacerbated by his rise to power. As the uneventful tournament winds to a close, Tyrion Lannister returns from the battles which concluded in the previous book. Tyrion, in a short conversation with Sansa apart from Joffrey, offers kind words; however, Sansa, wary of all Lannisters due to what happened to her father, resolutely decides against trusting his kindness.


    Tyrion interrupts a council meeting led by his sister Cersei, Joffrey’s mother. Tyrion brings the news that he has been named the interim Hand of the King while Lord Tywin Lannister, their father, continues warring. Tyrion tells Cersei that he will come up with a plan to free their brother Jaime from the Starks (a plan that seems to involve trading him for Sansa Stark), that he can find a way to reign in Joffrey, and also that he knows of Jaime and Cersei’s incestuous relationship.


    Tyrion goes to inspect the state of King’s Landing and finds poverty, food shortages, and the heads of Joffrey’s enemies on spikes everywhere. He meets his ragtag army of hill tribes, which he recruited before joining the battles at the end of the previous book, at the Broken Anvil inn. Varys, a councilman and eunuch infamous for his ability to gather information, is also there, and the two have what sounds like an amiable conversation, but it is in fact doublespeak – a frequent occurrence in the series.


    WINTERFELL, THE NIGHT’S WATCH, AND RIVERRUN


    Maester Luwin attempts to console and advise Bran Stark. Bran took over as Lord of Winterfell after his father Eddard’s death and his older brother Robb’s absence due to war, but, sleep-deprived and missing his scattered family, Bran childishly rejects his assistance. Maester Luwin leaves then returns with a soporific for Bran. Once asleep, he dreams the “wolf dream” (p.79) again, where he can walk again as a wolf. This dream, as with past ones, is filled with portents Bran only half comprehends.


    Arya and her group stop at an inn on their way to the Wall. While there, a squadron of Lannister soldiers come by, looking for Arya or perhaps Gendry the Bull, another boy traveling to join the Night’s Watch. Yoren, the Wandering Crow (or, recruiter) who is leading the party of recruited Night’s Watchmen, manages to force the squadron to temporarily retreat.


    Jon Snow finds his friend Sam Tarly deep in research in the library of the Wall. The two are about to go for their first ranging – a patrol members of the Night’s Watch regularly make beyond the wall – and Sam is frightened. Jon reassures the characteristically timorous Sam that his fear is natural. The two bring maps to the Lord Commander of the Night’s Watch, Jeor Mormont. After Sam leaves, Mormont reveals some of the personal history of Maester Aemon. As Jon recently learned, Aemon is a Targaryen, and Mormont tells him that Aemon was actually in line to succeed to the Iron Throne before quietly refusing it.


    Catelyn Stark observes her son, Robb, as he dictates a message to a Lannister knight charged with delivering the message to Queen Cersei. The message is a call for peace between the warring Houses, establishing a hostage exchange and the independence of Robb Stark’s kingdom from the rule of the Iron Throne. In terms of hostages, Robb most wants his sisters, Sansa and Arya, but he does not intend to trade Jaime Lannister, likely due to Jaime’s strength on the battlefield. After the messenger is dismissed, Catelyn attempts to advise Robb, but the young king is focused on trying to persuade his mother to leave for safer lands without outright ordering her to do so. Catelyn then goes to see her dying father in Riverrun. Ser Brynden Tully, her father’s brother, is also there. He and Catelyn discuss the comet’s omen, then Tywin Lannister’s likely ploy to lure Robb’s forces to Harrenhal, a fortress purported to be cursed. Brynden also brings news of new Lannister armies being raised in Casterly Rock, their home, under the leadership of Ser Stafford Lannister. The two note only one possible way, one threat which could draw Tywin’s armies from Harrenhal so that Robb would not have to besiege it: King Renly Baratheon.


    REORGANISING POWER STRUCTURES


    Tyrion begins the reorganisation of King’s Landing by ousting Janos Slynt, Commander of the City Watch, sending him off to join the Night’s Watch along with others who heed Joffrey and Cersei without question. Tyrion has Jacelyn Bywater, a man of rigid order, take his place.


    Ser Davos Seaworth watches King Stannis Baratheon publicly disavow and burn icons of the Seven Gods in favour of the religion preached by the sorceress Melisandre. A ritual is performed which ostensibly grants Stannis the title of Azor Ahai, a prophesied apostle of the Lord of Light. Davos later meets with Salladhor Saan, a pirate he had contact with when he himself was a smuggler, who has been recruited by Stannis. Salladhor believes that King’s Landing could be won by the likes of himself and Davos by sea, and complains of Stannis not yet having properly paid him for his services. After this meeting, Davos goes to Stannis, who has written a pamphlet he plans to have circulated around all of Westeros — a pamphlet which breaks the news that Joffrey is a child born of adultery and incest (between Cersei and Jaime) and thus not the rightful King. Stannis also reveals his agnosticism regarding all gods: he only utilises Melisandre and her Lord of Light, R’hllor, as a means of harnessing the fear the sorceress inspires.


    Theon Greyjoy finally returns home to the Iron Islands after ten years of serving as a royal hostage to the Starks. As with several other characters throughout the novel, Theon has his own ideas of what the red comet signifies. Led to his father by his uncle, a once-boisterous man turned taciturn priest of the Drowned God, Theon fantasises over his return, his inheritance of the Islands, and his plans to expand the Greyjoy’s land holdings. His father, Lord Balon, however, bids him cold welcome, suspecting that Theon has been made soft by the Starks and is working purely under Robb’s orders. He rejects outright Theon’s plan to attack the Lannister home of Casterly Rock, denouncing Robb’s intention to “give” (p.185) him a crown as a patronising scheme and declaring that he will take his crown by his own strength and means.


    Queen Daenerys Targaryen strikes out into the desert wastes following the death of her husband Khal Drogo and her miscarriage. She is accompanied by her three dragon hatchlings, the only dragons now living in the world; Ser Jorah Mormont, the last non-Dothraki loyal to her; and some dozen Dothraki who have yet to abandon her after the death of Drogo. Several more die in the desert before they reach an abandoned city — which they come to call Vaes Tolorro, the city of bones — that has enough fruit trees and fresh water for them to recover. Daenerys hears the story of Jorah’s second wife, who had left him long ago, and realises that he loves her. She also sends out three scouts to search the desert for a path forward, and the last to return brings with him three people from the city of Qarth, who have come to see her dragons.


    BEYOND THE WALL, FIGHTING RUMOURS, CAPTURE AND ESCAPE


    Jon Snow is out beyond the Wall, searching with others from the Night’s Watch for the ranging parties gone missing over their last outings. Arya, with her group of future members of the Watch, spends the night in an abandoned keep, and in the night her group is besieged by Lannister soldiers. When the keep is set on fire, Arya narrowly escapes, breaking from the routed recruits accompanied by a mere handful of their number.


    Tyrion and the council in King’s Landing receive word of Stannis’ claim of Joffrey’s being a bastard, and his own right to the Iron Throne. The council formulate a counterattack, and Tyrion has a secret meeting with Varys. When Bran Stark learns of Stannis’ pamphlet, he tries and fails to suppress the memory of Jaime, the man who pushed him from the window and crippled him after he witnessed one of the Lannisters’ incestuous encounters.


    Tyrion sets a plan into motion, through which he intends to test the loyalty of Maester Pycelle, Petyr Baelish, and Varys. Sansa finds a note secreted under her pillow urging her to attend a surreptitious nighttime rendezvous, and after she decides to ignore her paranoia fostered by Joffrey’s constant abuse, which tells her this might be a test of her loyalty, she goes. In the godswood, she encounters Ser Dontos, a former knight turned jester who, because Sansa saved him from execution, has decided to help her escape.


    Arya’s small group dwindles down to herself and four others as some die of their wounds or abandon them. She reveals to one of them, Gendry, her true identity as a Stark. After a failed raid on a village, all of them are captured by the marauding knight Ser Gregor Clegane, a giant of a man infamous for his bloodlust and brutality.


    PREPARING FOR SIEGE, BEING BESIEGED, THE KING-BEYOND-THE-WALL, AND THEON’S TROUBLES


    Tyrion makes certain that the alchemists’ wildfire – a dangerously flammable substance used in warfare – is properly stocked, and that those using it are properly trained, bolstering the defences of King’s Landing in preparation for a siege. Bran, hosting all the Houses allied under the Starks, meets a delegation from House Reed, and that night the two Reed siblings he has just met are a part of his recurrent wolf dream.


    Catelyn arrives at Renly Baratheon’s war camp, where she has been sent by her son Robb. There, she sees Renly’s gargantuan army making their slow way to King’s Landing, but she notes that the soldiers’ eagerness to fight is fuelled by youth and inexperience. Renly takes her aside and suggests that it would be in the Starks’ best interests for Robb to abdicate his title of King in the North (as the North is one of the Seven Kingdoms that the throne of King’s Landing claims dominion over), or otherwise risk, he implies, a second war after the current one is complete. News then suddenly arrives that Stannis, Renly’s older brother, has besieged Storm’s End, the very place Renly left to begin his campaign against the Lannisters.
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