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I knew him more from stories than from life,
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Prologue


If on a winter’s night a traveller like you finds shelter in one of the inns that line the trade roads of Tristia, sitting close to the fire, drinking what is quite likely watered-down ale and doing your best to stay out of the way of the local bully-boys, you might chance to see a Greatcoat wander in. You’ll know him or her by the long leather coat of office, weathered to a deep brown and tempered by a hint of dark red or green or sometimes even blue.


He or she will do their best to blend in with the crowd. They’re good at it – in fact, if you look over there to your left, sitting alone in the shadows you’ll see a second Greatcoat. The one at the door will almost certainly walk over and sit with the first one.


If you sidle over (carefully, now) and listen in to their conversation, you’ll hear snatches of stories about the cases they once judged in the cities, towns and hamlets throughout the countryside. They’ll talk about this Duke or that Lord and which crimes they perpetrated on their people this time. You’ll learn the details of how each case was decided and whether the Greatcoat had to fight a duel in order to get the verdict upheld.


Watch these two long enough and you’ll begin to notice the way that they check out the room every so often. They’ll be gauging the other patrons, looking for potential trouble. Look closer at those coats and you’ll see a faint pattern in the leather: that’ll be the bone plates sewn into the lining, hard enough to withstand arrow, blade or bolt, and yet the coat itself moves as naturally as the one you yourself might be wearing. If you ever got the chance to reach inside, you’d find hidden pockets – some say a hundred of them – all filled with tricks and traps and esoteric pills and powders designed to give them an edge, whether fighting a single man or a mob. And while the swords hidden beneath the coats aren’t fancy, you’d find them well-oiled, well-honed and more than pointy enough to do the job.


Legend has it the Greatcoats began as duellists and assassins-for-hire, until some benevolent King or Queen brought them under the command of the monarchy to ensure that ancient laws were preserved in each of the nine duchies of Tristia. The Dukes, quite naturally, responded to this unwanted intrusion by devising the most painful deaths they could imagine for any Greatcoats their Knights defeated in combat. But for every Greatcoat killed, another would rise up to take the mantle and continue the job, going around the country annoying the nobility by enforcing laws that the nobility found inconvenient. That was until just over a hundred years ago, when a group of the wealthier (and more determined) Dukes hired the Dashini – an order of assassins who never failed to spread corruption, even in a place already as corrupt as Tristia – to provide them with a more enduring means of discouraging dissent. They called it the Greatcoat’s Lament.


I will not bore you with the details, gentle traveller, for they are unfit for conversation between folk of good breeding. Suffice it to say, after the Dashini finished giving the Lament to the last Greatcoat they’d managed to catch, no more came forward to take up the mantle . . . at least, not for nearly a century, not until an overly idealistic young king named Paelis and a foolhardy commoner named Falcio decided to push back against the tide of history and recreate the Greatcoats.


But that’s all done with now. King Paelis is dead and the Greatcoats have been disbanded these last five years or more. The two you are watching risk death and worse any time they attempt to fulfil their traditional duties. So instead they will simply finish up their drinks, pay their tab and wander off into the night. Perhaps you’ll catch a glimpse of their smiles as they reassure each other that the Greatcoat’s Lament is just one of those stories told by travellers in front of a warm fire on a cold night; that even if it had once existed, no one alive today would have the faintest idea of how to inflict it. But they – and you – would be wrong. For you see, I have it on extremely good authority that the Greatcoat’s Lament is very real, and that it is even more painful and terrible than even the most horrifying stories made out. I would tell you more, but unfortunately, the ‘good authority’ I mentioned is me.


My name is Falcio val Mond, one of the last of the King’s Greatcoats, and if you listen very carefully you might still be able to hear me screaming.









Chapter One


The Waiting Game


I can count on one hand the number of times in my adult life when I’ve awakened peacefully and happily, without either fear of imminent death or sufficient annoyance to make me want to murder someone else. The morning four weeks after Patriana, Duchess of Hervor, had poisoned me was not one of those times.


‘He’s dead.’


Despite the fog clogging my head and dulling the sounds in my ears, I recognised Brasti’s voice.


‘He’s not dead,’ said another, slightly deeper voice. That one belonged to Kest.


The light thump-thump of Brasti’s footsteps on the wooden floor of the cottage grew louder. ‘Usually he comes out of it by now. I’m telling you, this time he’s dead. Look: he’s barely breathing.’


A finger prodded at my chest, then my cheek, then my eye.


You might be wondering why I didn’t simply stab Brasti and go back to sleep. First, my rapiers were ten feet away, lying on a bench next to the door of the small cottage we occupied; second, I couldn’t move.


‘Stop poking at him,’ Kest said. ‘Barely breathing still means alive.’


‘Which is another thing,’ Brasti said. ‘Neatha’s supposed to be fatal.’ I imagined him wagging his finger at me. ‘We’re all happy you survived it, Falcio, but this lying about each morning is highly inconvenient behaviour. One might even call it selfish.’


Despite my repeated attempts, my hands refused to reach out and wrap themselves around Brasti’s throat.


The first week after I’d been poisoned, I’d noticed a slight weakness in my limbs – I moved more slowly than usual. Sometimes I’d try to move my hand and it would take a second before it would obey. But instead of getting better, the condition had gradually worsened and I found myself imprisoned in my own body for longer and longer each morning after I awoke.


A hand on my chest pressed down with a great deal of pressure: Brasti was leaning on me. ‘But Kest, I think you have to agree that Falcio is largely dead.’


There was another pause and I knew Kest was considering the matter. The problem with Brasti is that he’s an idiot. He’s handsome and charming, he can outshoot any man or woman with a bow, and he’s an idiot. Oh, you wouldn’t think so at first; he’s a fine conversationalist and uses many words that sound like the sort of words smart people use. He just doesn’t use them in the right context. Or even the right order.


The problem with Kest, though, is that while he is extremely intelligent, he thinks that ‘being philosophical’ requires giving any idea due consideration, even if it’s utterly nonsensical and being uttered by the aforementioned idiot.


‘I suppose,’ Kest said finally, and then redeemed himself marginally by adding, ‘But wouldn’t it be more correct to say he’s somewhat alive?’


More silence. Did I mention that the two fools in question are my best friends, fellow Greatcoats, and the men I was counting on to protect me in case the Lady Trin picked that precise moment to send her Knights after us?


I suppose I should get used to calling her Duchess Trin now. After all, I’d killed her mother, Patriana (yes, the one who’d poisoned me) – in my defence, I was trying to protect the King’s heir at the time. I suspect that’s the real source of Trin’s grievance with me, as the presence of a genuine monarch gets in the way of her scheme to take the throne for herself.


‘He’s still not moving,’ Brasti said. ‘I really think he might be dead this time.’ I felt his hand brush a rather private part of my body and realised he was searching my pockets for money – which proves yet again that hiring a former poacher to be a travelling magistrate had not necessarily been one of the King’s best ideas. ‘We’re out of food, by the way,’ he said. ‘I thought those damned villagers were supposed to be bringing us supplies.’


‘Be grateful they’re letting us hide here in the first place,’ Kest said placidly. ‘Feeding more than a hundred Greatcoats is a heavy burden for a village this small. Besides, they did bring food – from their winter caches in the mountains, just a few minutes ago. The Tailor’s managing distribution.’


‘Then why don’t I hear brats running around screaming and annoying us, asking to borrow our swords – or worse, play with my bows?’


‘Perhaps they heard you complaining? They left their families in the mountains this morning.’


‘Well, that’s something anyway.’


I felt Brasti’s fingers pulling the lid of my right eye back and white light blinded me. Then the fingers went away and the light disappeared.


‘How long until Falcio’s mostly alive and no longer entirely useless? I mean, what happens when Trin’s Knights learn about this? Or Dashini assassins? Or anyone else, for that matter?’ Brasti’s voice was growing more anxious as he spoke. ‘You name any group of people out there who know how to kill a man horribly and I’ll bet you good gold that Falcio’s made an enemy of them. Any one of them could—’


I felt my heart moving faster and faster, and tried to force my breathing to slow down, but panic was beginning to overtake me.


‘Stop talking, Brasti. You’re making him worse.’


‘They’ll come for him, Kest, you know it – they might even be coming now. Are you going to kill every single one of them?’


‘If that is what’s required.’ You can hear a coldness in Kest’s voice when he talks that way.


‘You might be the Saint of Swords now, but you’re still just one man. You can’t fight an army. And what happens if Falcio’s condition gets worse and he just stops breathing? What happens when we’re not here and—?’


I heard the sound of a scuffle and felt the bed shake a bit as someone was pushed up against the wall.


‘Take your Gods-damned hands off me, Kest! Saint or no, I’ll—’


‘I’m scared for him too, Brasti,’ Kest said. ‘We’re all scared.’


‘He’s . . . By all the hells we’ve been to – he’s supposed to be the smart one. How in the name of Saint Laina’s left tit did he let himself get poisoned again?’


‘To save her,’ Kest said. ‘To save Aline.’


There was silence for a few moments and for the first time that morning I couldn’t envision Kest and Brasti’s faces. It was troubling, as if perhaps my hearing had suddenly gone away too. Fortunately, silence is a condition Brasti’s never been able to abide for long.


‘And that’s another thing,’ he said, ‘if he’s so damned brilliant then why is it that all anyone has to do to get him to risk his life for a girl he’s never met before is just name her after his dead wife?’


‘She’s the King’s heir, Brasti, and if you talk about Falcio’s wife again you’ll discover there are worse things than being paralysed.’


‘I’d take the chance if I thought it would bring him out of this,’ Brasti said. ‘Damn it, Kest! He is the smart one. Trin’s got armies and assassins and damned bloody Dukes on her side and we’ve got nothing. How are we supposed to put a thirteen-year-old girl on the throne with Falcio in this condition?’


I felt my eyes begin to flutter some more, and empty grey started flashing to bright white and back again, over and over. The effect was a little disconcerting.


‘I suppose you and I will have to try to be smarter,’ Kest said.


‘And just how do you propose we go about that?’


‘Well, how does Falcio do it?’


There was a long pause, then Brasti started, ‘He . . . well, he figures things out, doesn’t he? You know, there’ll be six things going on, none of which seem all that important, and then all of a sudden he’ll jump up and declare that assassins are coming or a Lord Caravaner must’ve bribed a City Constable or whatever.’


‘Then that’s what you and I need to do,’ Kest said. ‘We need to start figuring those things out before they happen.’


‘How?’


‘Well, what’s happening right now?’


Brasti snorted. ‘Well, Trin’s got five thousand soldiers on her side and the backing of at least two powerful duchies. We’ve got about a hundred Greatcoats and the tepid support of the creaky old Duke of Pulnam. Oh, and right about now she’s probably having a nice breakfast and going over her plans for taking the throne while we sit here starving, hiding out in this shitty little village watching Falcio do his best impression of a corpse. And I am starving.’


There was silence again. I tried to move a finger. I don’t think I succeeded, but now I could feel the rough wool of the blanket on my fingertip. That was a good sign.


‘At least you aren’t having to listen to screaming children,’ Kest said.


‘There’s that.’


I heard the sound of Kest’s footsteps as he approached me and felt a hand on my shoulder. ‘So what do you suppose Falcio would make of all that? What does it all mean?’


‘It means . . .’ There was a long pause before Brasti finally said, ‘Nothing. It’s all just a bunch of unconnected details, none of which have anything to do with the others. Do you suppose that maybe Falcio just pretends to be clever and no one’s caught on yet?’


I wanted to laugh at Brasti’s frustration, then I felt the small muscles at the edges of my mouth twitch, just a bit. Oh, Gods, I’m coming out of it. Move, I told myself. Get out of bed and go and help the Tailor defeat Trin’s army. Put Aline on the throne, and then get out of this business of politics and war and go back to judging land disputes over whose cow farted on whose field, and chasing down the occasional corrupt Knight.


A tightness in my stomach made me aware of how hungry I was and I realised Brasti wasn’t the only one ready for a hearty breakfast. Food, I thought, then figure out how to save the world. I was glad I wouldn’t have to do it while the villagers’ screaming brats ran around wanting to play at being Greatcoats with us, demanding our swords and trying our patience.


Which was odd. Why didn’t the villagers bring their children? There wasn’t much danger to the village – the Tailor had sent out scouts and none had reported sighting anything more than a few handfuls of Trin’s men – not enough to cause us grief. Come to think of it, where were the rest of Trin’s men? They might have been on missions, but surely they’d have been recalled as soon as anyone knew we were here? And the children . . .


‘Swords!’ I shouted.


Well, ‘shouted’ is a bit optimistic, given my tongue was still thick in my throat and I could barely move my lips. My eyes opened, though, which was good.


Brasti ran over to me. ‘Whores? What are you talking about?’


‘Do you suppose he means that woman from Rijou? The one who saved his life?’


‘You might be right,’ Brasti said, awkwardly brushing a hand across my head. ‘Don’t worry, Falcio. We’ll find you another whore just as soon as—’


‘Swords, you damned fools,’ I mumbled. ‘Swords!’


‘Help him up,’ Brasti said. ‘I think he said “hordes”. Maybe we’re about to be attacked.’


Kest put his arm around my shoulders and helped me off the bed and onto my unsteady feet. Damn it, I was moving like an old man.


Brasti picked up my rapiers from the bench and handed them to me. ‘Here. You should probably have your swords ready if we’re going to get into a fight, don’t you think?’


I would have killed both of them, were it not for the fact that I was fairly sure someone else was about to do it for me.









Chapter Two


The Nightmist


I stumbled out of the cottage, barely able to keep a grip on my swords. The sunlight irritated my eyes and turned the row of mud-brick cottages into a red-brown haze the colour of dried blood.


‘What’s going on, Falcio?’ Kest asked.


‘The children,’ I said, almost coherently.


‘They’re not here, didn’t you hear?’ Brasti said.


‘That’s the point – the villagers left their children in the mountain. Why would they do that unless they knew something was coming? We’re about to get hit.’


I stepped on a small rock and lost my balance, but Kest’s hand on my shoulder kept me from falling over. ‘You should go back inside, Falcio, let Brasti and m—’


To my left a villager was puttering about in one of the small front gardens. ‘Where’s the Tailor?’ I asked. My mouth was still largely numb from the paralysis and I probably sounded like something between a simpleton and a madman.


The man looked confused and frightened until Kest translated, ‘He’s asking you where the Tailor is.’


The villager rose and pointed to another cottage about fifty yards away, his hand trembling just a bit. ‘She’s in there. Been there the last day and night with the girl and a couple of them other Greatcoats.’


‘Get your folk,’ I said. ‘Get them out of here.’


‘You all should have left by now,’ he said, his voice a mixture of indignation and anxiety that would have struck me as odd had I had the time to consider it. ‘Ain’t good for us to be seen sheltering Greatcoats.’


‘Where are your children?’ I asked.


‘Safe,’ he said.


I pushed the man out of the way and started running towards the house. I managed about three steps before I fell flat on my face. Kest and Brasti knelt down to help me, but I screamed, ‘Bloody hells, leave me and get to Aline!’


They took me literally, dropping me to the ground and pounding along the path to the other house. As I pushed myself back up to my feet I looked around again, expecting to find enemies on all sides, but all I saw were the same villagers I’d seen before, and here and there, some of the Tailor’s Greatcoats. Could there be enemies hiding amongst them? Most of the men were doing no more than tending to their gardens, as they’d done every time they returned from the mountains.


I hobbled awkwardly after Kest and Brasti and arrived just in time to see the Tailor storm out of the cottage, her steel-grey hair flying in the wind and her craggy features displaying her foul temper. She looked nothing like the mother of a King – I suppose that’s how she’d kept it secret for so long, even after Paelis had died. ‘What in the name of Saint Birgid-who-weeps-rivers are you about, Falcio? We’re trying to make battle plans here.’


I felt a momentary annoyance that she had chosen to exclude us from her strategy sessions, but set that aside, for now at least. ‘The children,’ I panted, ‘the villagers didn’t bring their children . . .’


‘So? Perhaps they got tired of Brasti teaching them to swear.’


‘Your scouts,’ I said, pointing to two Greatcoats who stood nearby. ‘You told me they couldn’t find any of Trin’s forces anywhere for fifty miles.’


The Tailor gave a nasty grin. ‘That little bitch may fancy herself a wolf, but she knows better than to attack us here. We’ve bitten her heels at every encounter. They’ll not try to engage us again unless they want to see more of their men litter the ground.’


‘Saints! Don’t you get it? That’s the point: it’s something else. The villagers have betrayed us!’


The Tailor’s expression soured. ‘Watch yer tongue, boy. I’ve known the people of Phan for more than twenty years. They’re on our side.’


‘And in all those years have you ever known them to leave their children behind in the mountains when there wasn’t any danger coming?’


The anger on the Tailor’s face was replaced by suspicion and she looked around again, then shouted to one of the men tending his garden, ‘You, Cragthen! What are you about?’


The man was in his middle years, balding, with a fringe of brown hair and a short beard. ‘Just looking after my verden roots,’ he said.


The Tailor started walking towards him, pulling a knife from her coat. ‘Then what are you burying in the dirt, Cragthen, when we’re so close to the harvest?’


The man rose to his feet, his eyes flitting between us and other villagers who were beginning to gather round. ‘You weren’t supposed to be here this long – it’s our village, damn you, not yours. We have families to think of. The Duchess Trin—’


The Tailor reached forward with her left hand and grabbed Cragthen by the shirt. ‘What fool thing have you done, Cragthen? You think you’re scared of Trin? Cross me and I’ll give you something to fear that’s a lot worse than an eighteen-year-old whore who beds her uncle for his armies and fancies herself a Queen.’


At first Cragthen looked cowed by the Tailor, but then he managed to pull away and shouted, ‘We have children, damn you!’ as he turned and fled towards the far end of the village.


‘Stop him!’ the Tailor shouted.


It took only moments for two of her Greatcoats to catch up with Cragthen. As they hauled him back he said urgently, ‘Let me go!’ His voice was low but full of terror. ‘Please, please, no! If they see me talking to you they’ll kill her!’


The Tailor bent down to look at what Cragthen had been planting and I joined her. ‘Hells,’ she grunted, looking at the mixture of black earth and a dark yellowish-green powder.


‘What is it?’ I asked.


‘Nightmist – the damned fool is setting nightmist!’


I looked around at the rest of the villagers, at the other men who had also been busy working their gardens, and saw some were lugging over-full pails from the pump, water spilling over the sides.


‘Don’t let them pour that water on the ground!’ I shouted, but as soon as the village men saw the Greatcoats coming towards them they dumped the contents of their pails onto the freshly turned earth.


‘Too late,’ the Tailor sighed as the first drops of water hit the nightmist and grey-black smoke thick as bog water began to fill the air. Even a handful of the mixture – sulphur and yellowflake and Saints-know-whatever-else goes into it – can fill a hundred yards with smoke so thick you couldn’t see your hand in front of your face. The villagers had put down bucketfuls.


I turned to the Tailor. ‘Tell me where Aline is – now!’


‘She went for a walk to see that giant bloody horse of hers,’ she said, pointing down the path. ‘Don’t just stand there wobbling: go!’


Kest and Brasti ran ahead of me, and as I followed, we began to hear the heavy thumping of marching men and the raucous clangour of metal on metal.


Had we guessed what was going on even a few minutes sooner we might have been better prepared, but instead, I had been lying in bed paralysed like a broken old man. Now our enemies were about to launch an attack that could only have one purpose: to kill the daughter of my King.


*


The billowing black fog overtook me before I’d gone ten paces down the path. Though the sun still shone above me and the sky remained clear and blue, down here on the ground the world was shadows painted on top of other shadows.


I pointed my rapiers out in front of me and waved them around like the feelers on an ant, moving in smooth arcs high and low, quiet as I could: I needed to find my enemies before they could find me, and before they found Aline. I longed to call out for her, to hear her voice and know she was alive so that I could make my way to her, but to do so would just make her a target for Trin’s men.


A dreamlike chaos settled over the village: one moment the nightmist would dissipate enough for me to make out figures in the distance, fighting and dying, the next it closed in on me, suffocating me while it revealed only glints of light reflecting from steel swords clashing in the distance like fireflies flitting in the night air.


I hate magic.


‘Falcio!’ Brasti called out.


His voice sounded far away but I’d run only a few feet before I saw him fighting two men dressed all in dark cloth with masks covering their faces. For an instant I froze, thinking, Dashini! Trin has sent the Dashini for us. In my mind I envisioned hundreds of the dark assassins, fighting in pairs to kill us one by one. I had barely survived facing two of them in Rijou, so if Trin had managed to—


‘A little help?’ Brasti shouted, breaking the spell, and I got to him just as one of his opponents swung a warsword down in a vicious arc that would have taken Brasti’s head off if I hadn’t crossed my rapiers above his head and blocked the blow, my still-unsteady legs feeling the weight of my opponent’s attack. Brasti dived and rolled out of the way – a dangerous move when you’re holding a shortsword – but he kicked out with one foot at the back of the man’s knees and drove him to the ground.


The other one turned to me and beckoned teasingly with his sword. ‘Come, Trattari,’ he said, his voice thick and resonant in the mist. ‘Amuse me with your Greatcoat tricks before I break you – or better yet, show me to the one who calls himself the Saint of Swords. I’ll happily take that title from him.’


It wasn’t like a Dashini to bluster in a fight. They say creepy things like, ‘You are tired . . . your eyes wish to close . . . let peace come to you . . .’ – that sort of thing. And a warsword? No, they fought with long, stiletto-like blades, not military weapons. So not Dashini then. Someone else.


I stepped forward and flicked the point of my rapier in his face, but he didn’t try to parry, instead using his forearm to swipe the blade aside. I heard a clang of metal against metal. Aha. That’s a metal vambrace, I thought. You’re wearing armour under that dark grey cloth.


‘Shouldn’t you introduce yourself, Sir Knight?’ I asked.


He took a swing at me with that great big sword of his. I was still moving too slowly and barely leaned back in time to watch it sail by; when I tried a thrust for his right armpit I missed by a good inch, hitting steel plate instead of flesh: I definitely hadn’t fully shaken off the vestiges of my temporary paralysis. Had Kest been there he would have reminded me, in that way he has, that a good swordsman would adjust for the stiffness.


The problem with fighting Knights is that they tend to wear a great deal of metal, which means you either have to bludgeon them to death, which is hard to do with a rapier, or find the gaps in their armour and strike there. The dark grey cloth my opponent was wearing made it harder to find those spots, and the nightmist wasn’t helping either. Brasti and his opponent had already disappeared from view.


‘Hardly sporting,’ I said, goading the Knight by moving clockwise around him, counting on his plate-mail to make it hard for him to turn gracefully. ‘Aren’t Ducal Knights required to wear their tabards and show their colours in combat?’


‘You’d lecture me in honour, Trattari?’ the Knight asked, his tone mocking me, and to add injury to insult, he tried to drive the point of his sword through my belly. I shifted on my heel so it went by me on the left and drove the pommel of my rapier against the flat of his blade, knocking the point down towards the ground. He stepped back before I could take advantage of his lowered guard.


‘Well, I don’t like to brag about honour,’ I said, ‘but I shouldn’t have to point out that I’m not the one sneaking in under cover of nightmist to murder a thirteen-year-old girl. In the dark. Like an assassin. Like a coward.’


I thought that would send him into a rage. I’m usually very good at making Knights want to kill me as quickly as possible. But he just laughed. ‘You see? That’s why you Greatcoats can never become Knights.’


‘Because we don’t kill children?’ I flicked my point at him again but he batted it away with his hand.


‘Because you think honour comes from actions – as if a horse who stamps his feet three times when you show him three apples is a scholar.’ He began attacking me with quick, vicious swings of his warsword, turning the momentum of each attack into the next as I slid and skipped back and forth to avoid the blows. As I stumbled backwards, I was praying to Saint Werta-who-walks-the-waves that I wouldn’t hit a rock or tree root and fall down. I long ago gave up hope of living to an old age but I still had aspirations of dying with slightly more dignity than a Knight’s warsword removing my head while I was stuck on the ground with my arse in the mud.


‘Honour is granted by the Gods and by a man’s Lord,’ the Knight said, continuing his attacks as well as his lecture, ‘not earned from learning some litany of children’s verses. What is sin for you is virtue for me, Trattari.’ His blade came down at an odd angle and I was forced to parry it with both rapiers. The force of his blow nearly knocked them from my hands. ‘Nothing will come from the noblest act of your short life,’ he said. ‘But the Gods’ blessings will come to me when I squeeze the life from that little bitch . . . that . . . bi—’


He stopped talking then, perhaps because the point of my rapier had found the opening of his mouth beneath his mask. I kept pushing the blade until it found the back of his skull and stopped at the steel of his helm. The Knight sank to his knees, his body twitching: not yet dead, but well on his way.


Kest sometimes makes fun of me for talking too much during a fight, but unlike some, I’ve had enough practice to keep my focus while I do it.


I withdrew my blade and took a moment to catch my breath as my opponent fell back to the ground. Only a Tristian Knight would make the argument that to be honourable doesn’t require behaving honourably; that murdering a young girl is justified so long as your lawful Lord demands it. But there you have it. That’s the country of my birth and the place I’d spent most of my life trying to defend from itself. If that meant I had to kill a few Knights along the way, well, I thought, as I took in deep breaths and tried to slow my heart, I could live with that.


‘Brasti?’ I called out.


There was no answer and I feared he might have been struck down. He’d been carrying his sword and that wasn’t his best weapon, even in close combat like this. I needed to get to him and Kest so we could find Aline. I’d taken too long with the Knight . . .


Hells. We never should have stayed in the village. I know they were hoping I would get better rather than worse – so was I, but you don’t need to be a grand military strategist to know that when you’re fighting a force fifty times your size you don’t stay in one place too long.


As I ran through the mist, filled with ever-growing anger and frustration, I tripped over a body on the ground. As I caught myself, I looked down and through the smoke I saw the still-bleeding corpse of a young girl in a bright blue dress, her arms crossed over her face as if she were still cowering from the blow that had already killed her.









Chapter Three


The Dead Girl


The harsh sound of my own ragged breath filled my ears as I stood over the girl’s body, trying to steel myself for what I was about to see. Saint Zaghev-who-sings-for-tears, please, no, not now . . . Let it not be her. I knelt down and prised the girl’s arms away from her face.


As I forced the arm aside, I saw the child’s wide eyes, her mouth frozen in a distorted mixture of fear and agony from the blow of the blade that had cut so deeply into her skull, the blood seeping from the wound staining red hair to a deeper crimson.


Red hair.


Thank the Saints. This girl had curly red hair, not the straight, mostly brown tresses that Aline had inherited from her father. The rapture of unexpected relief soon turned to a grinding, sickening guilt. This girl whom I had so easily consigned to irrelevance had done nothing – less than nothing – to deserve this end, this way, alone. When the blade had come for her, had she cried out for her mother, or her father?


A choking scream reached my ears and I turned to see a figure running towards me, the nightmist clinging to his outstretched arms. It was one of the village men – Bannis? Baris? All I could remember was that he grew barley in a small field and made beer with it. The locals liked it.


‘Celeste!’ he screamed, ignoring my swords and pushing me out of the way. He fell to his knees and cradled the girl in his arms. ‘I told her to stay in the mountains!’ he cried. ‘I told her . . . I went back but she was gone – she must’ve followed me. You—! This is because of you and your damned Greatcoats . . . you damned . . . damned . . . Trattari!’ He sobbed as he yelled at me then, accusing me of terrible crimes, saying the things a man says when his child is dead and he needs someone to blame. I wanted to shout right back at him: to scream at him that if he and his thrice-damned mates hadn’t betrayed us, his child would have had a chance, but I couldn’t bring myself to do so because he was right, in a way: had we not been here, he wouldn’t have had to betray us, and maybe then none of this would have happened.


On the other hand, this is Tristia.


I clenched my hands tightly around the grips of my rapiers. Grief passes faster than it should when there are still enemies in the field, and rage provides its own kind of clarity. I would find Trin and make her pay for this: not just for the men, women and children dying in villages and towns across the Duchy of Pulnam as she kept up pressure on Duke Erris to swear his support for her, but for the murder of Lord Tremondi, and most of all for what she was trying to do to Aline.


The sounds of steel-on-steel broke through the mist and guilt gave way to fear. Move, I told myself. Don’t sit here wallowing. Aline is out there, alone, waiting for you to find her. I ran towards the noises in the mist. I will find her, I promised myself. Aline’s a smart girl and she can be brave when she needs to be – hadn’t we survived together for nearly the entire Blood Week in Rijou before we’d been caught? She was hiding now, I was sure of it. She’d’ve found a place to wait for me, and now I would find her before Trin’s men did and I would pick her up and get to my horse and take her fast and far from this place. The daughter of my King wouldn’t die because of me.


*


I found Brasti some fifty yards away, near one of the village’s two wells, nursing his hand while sitting on the corpse of his opponent’s body, which was lying face down in the mud.


‘The son of a bitch got me,’ he said, showing me a wound barely deeper than a shaving cut.


‘You’ll live,’ I said. ‘Get up.’


‘It’s my hand, Falcio,’ Brasti complained, rising to his feet. ‘I’m an archer, not a swordsman. My art requires finesse and skill; it’s not just swinging a pointy bar of metal around like a doddering old man waving a stick.’


‘Remind me to kiss it better for you later,’ I said, hauling him up by the shoulder.


We took off at a run and headed into the mist, ignoring the bodies of villagers, Greatcoats and Trin’s warriors littering the ground. There was still no sign of Aline, so I gave a short prayer to Saint Birgid-who-weeps-rivers that one of ours had found her.


‘Where’s Kest?’ I asked suddenly.


‘I’m not sure. He took off after some spectacularly big armoured bastard who’d just made short work of two of the Tailor’s Greatcoats. I told him we needed to stick together but he started glowing red and ignored me.’ Brasti’s expression became grim. ‘He’s still doing it, Falcio. He just—’


‘I know,’ I said. Ever since Kest had defeated Caveil-whose-blade-cuts-water and taken on the mantle of the Saint of Swords, something had changed in him. Whenever we got into trouble he went straight for the strongest fighter, only the strongest fighter, as if compulsion had overtaken reason.


‘Falcio, we need a plan. We don’t know how many of Trin’s men there are here. They could outnumber us ten to one, for all we know – and they’re wearing armour.’


There was something shockingly unsettling about the fact that Brasti Goodbow, a man who’d never met a plan he fully understood, never mind liked, was the one reminding me we needed a strategy. But he was right: as Greatcoats we were trained for duelling, not facing armies, and the dark grey cloth Trin’s Knights were wearing combined with the nightmist made it even harder to find the weak spots in their armour. We needed an advantage: a trick that could surprise them when the moment came . . .


‘Brasti, I need you to get Intemperance and get up to the rooftops.’


‘That won’t work. It might be clear up there but I can’t make out friend from foe in the mists – I’m just as likely to hit one of ours as one of theirs. Why can’t they run around with their armour all shiny like they usually do?’


I reached inside my coat to a tiny pocket – one of the dozens that held a Greatcoat’s tools and tricks – and found three pieces of brittle amberglow. ‘Leave that to me,’ I said. ‘You just make sure you’ve got those bloody long ironwood arrows of yours and get up top.’


‘Fine, but don’t blame me if I end up shooting you by mistake,’ he said, and turned to run back the way we’d come, towards the centre of the village.


I resumed my search for Aline, and a few moments later the mist shifted again and a figure appeared in front of me: a woman with dark hair, too tall to be Aline. She was looking off to the side and I could make out the elegant, sensuous lines of a face for which most men would do just about anything.


Trin.


Hate and fear mixed inside me like the ingredients of nightmist, filling me with swirling desire. I tightened my grip on my rapiers. She hasn’t seen me. She hasn’t even drawn her sword. Part of me wanted to call out her name, to hear it drip from my lips, to see her face as I finally put an end to her. But I kept silent. Capturing Trin would have given us a huge strategic victory but if I challenged her or tried to take her alive there was too great a chance of her men being close enough to hear me and I couldn’t risk a dozen Knights swarming over me before I’d dealt with their mistress. Brilliant heroics are nice, but when you’re still partially paralysed and terrified a dirty win works just fine. It won’t be assassination if I simply kill her, will it? This is a battle – we’re at war. Even the King would have understood that. Wouldn’t he?


I let the point of my rapier drift into position and began the three steps it would take me to reach Trin and take her from this world. All the rage and frustration I’d felt these past weeks ignited inside me like a bonfire. A few seconds more and she would join her damned mother in whichever hell was reserved for those who would murder children. The skin on my face felt tight and it took a moment to realise I was smiling.


Just as I was in striking distance of her, she turned to see me. Her eyes went wide as the light glinted off my rapier, but when she saw my face the look of fear changed instantly to relief. ‘Falcio!’ she said.


I barely stopped my blade in time, stumbling to a halt and barely keeping my balance. Valiana. It’s Valiana, you idiot! She and Trin looked enough alike that in the fog my hunger for revenge had overtaken my senses.


‘What are you doing here?’ I demanded. Damn you! Damn you for not being her. ‘Get inside one of the cottages and hide before you get yourself killed.’ My rebuke was harsher than she deserved, and aimed at the wrong target.


‘I’m . . . I’m a Greatcoat now,’ she said, with as much defiance as an eighteen-year-old girl who’d never fought a duel in her life could muster. ‘I’ve got to find Aline and protect her.’


Valiana’s determination was the only thing that was truly her own. Her life as a princess had been a ruse, a cruel joke perpetrated by Duchess Patriana, devised not just to amuse herself with that cold, calculating cleverness that only the very rich and very evil find amusing, but also to hide Trin, her true daughter, in plain sight. Now Valiana had a sword in her hand and a Greatcoat made for her by the Tailor in exchange for her vow to throw herself in front of any blade coming for Aline. And your name, I reminded myself. You gave her your name. She’s Valiana val Mond now and as close to a daughter as you’ll ever have.


‘I need you to get inside one of the cottages,’ I said, more gently this time. ‘I need to know that you’re safe.’


‘I swore an oath to protect her,’ Valiana replied, her voice stronger now, and more sure than she had any right to be. ‘If I die doing so, then so be it.’


I considered knocking the sword out of her hand and dragging her to safety. She’d been trained in fencing the way all sheltered nobles were: as if it were all a game, with points scored and style applauded. Out here in the real world it was a recipe for a quick death.


‘Falcio!’ she screamed.


I’ve learned over the years – often the hard way – that if the face of the person in front of you suddenly fills with terror and screams your name, it generally means something unpleasant is about to happen. I ducked even as I spun around and saw the spiked iron ball of a flail fly past the spot where my head had been an instant before. I brought my rapiers up in front of me just as the man wielding the flail prepared his second strike.


I’ve never understood the flail as a weapon: it always feels slow and cumbersome (and aptly named, as far as I’m concerned). But my enemy was quite determined to prove me wrong. His fast, precise swing sent the small spiked metal ball on the end of the chain hurtling towards me: an overhead attack this time. I sidestepped it, expecting to see it hit the ground and pull my opponent off balance, but instead my opponent used the momentum of the swing to bring the weighted ball back and straight around again, this time on a horizontal axis towards me. I’ve seen the impact of the spiked-ball end of a flail break the ribs of an armoured opponent. The bone plates in my greatcoat were strong, but so far I’d managed to avoid finding out if they could resist a flail and I didn’t think now was the time to start. I brought my right rapier up so the point was aiming straight up to the sky and, stepping back, leaned away just enough that the ball missed me but the chain wrapped around the blade of my sword. I yanked on it as hard as I could, pulling the man towards me, driving the point of my rapier into the vicinity of his armpit, where the gap in between his armour would be. My thrust missed and once again I cursed the dark grey cloth.


Valiana tried stabbing at the Knight with her sword but she didn’t have the training to deal with an armoured opponent and her light blade did little but annoy him. For my part, I hung onto his weapon arm for my life and kept stabbing my rapier as quickly as I could, trying to find that damned gap. It was hardly the kind of swordsmanship they sing about in the sagas, but most of those sagas aren’t about Greatcoats anyway. After three tries my tip found a spot between his helm and the top of his neck. He dropped the flail and fell to the ground.


Before I could enjoy a well-earned sense of relief, Valiana shouted and I turned to see a gaggle of Knights coming for us. Hells! I thought. Had I been a little faster, we might have been able to escape before they found us.


Three were brandishing swords and the other two had maces. I couldn’t hope to take two opponents right now, never mind five. Kest could have done it, I thought. I cursed my black luck and the damned nightmist and the fact that Kest wasn’t here when I needed him. ‘Run!’ I shouted to Valiana. ‘Run and find Kest and stay with him.’


She didn’t obey but took up a guard position next to me that would have made a lovely painting in the hall of a Duke’s castle but wouldn’t be the slightest help when our enemies attacked.


‘Falcio!’ I heard Brasti call out from somewhere behind and above us. ‘Where the hells are you?’


‘I’m here,’ I yelled back.


‘I can’t see for shit. I can make out shapes but I don’t know which ones are you and which ones are the damned Knights!’


‘Too bad for you,’ one of the Knights said. He looked at Valiana. ‘Duchess Trin will find special favour for the man who brings this one back in chains.’ There was a hunger in his voice that filled my mind with images of what they would do to her. No, I thought, stay here. Stay calm. You won’t win on rage alone.


An arrow whizzed through the air and very nearly clipped me in the arm before hitting the ground.


‘Did I get him?’


‘Don’t go by the sound of their voices!’ I shouted. ‘The nightmist distorts the way we hear noises.’ Somewhere in the world lives a God or a Saint who took it upon himself to invent magic. I plan on killing him some day.


‘Then how—?’


As the first Knight came for us, I reached into my pocket and found one of the pieces of amberglow. It’s a lightweight, brittle substance that glows just enough when you crush it to let you mark the spot where a piece of evidence is found. I hurled it at the Knight’s chest. At first it didn’t look like anything had happened, but a few seconds later a small spot on his clothing began to glow, almost as if it had caught fire.


For a moment the Knight looked panicked, but he quickly realised he wasn’t burning. ‘Stupid Greatcoat tricks,’ he said, and raised his blade.


‘What’s that?’ Brasti shouted. ‘Falcio, is that—?’


‘Aim for the glow, Brasti!’


‘Now!’ the Knight roared. ‘Now, Trattari! Now death comes!’ He charged for us.


‘You bet death is coming, metal man,’ Brasti called out.


The Knight had only a brief instant to look up before he heard the loud thunk of a two-and-a-half-foot-long black arrow piercing his chest so deeply that I thought it might come out the other side.


‘Cowardice . . .’ the man murmured, sinking to his knees.


‘That’s not cowardice, Sir Knight,’ I said, ‘that’s Intemperance.’


I gave a silent thanks to Saint Merhan-who-rides-the-arrow for having made Brasti a Greatcoat. No matter how strong a Knight’s armour, it’s not impenetrable to a two-and-a-half-foot-long steel-tipped arrow launched from a six-foot longbow made of red yew and black hicksten and drawn by a man who hates Knights more than any other living thing.


The other attackers were more cautious now and started moving to surround us. I threw a second piece of amberglow at one of the other Knights but before it could shed any light he brushed it off and stamped it into the ground. Well, it’s not as if my luck ever lasts longer than a second or two.


The Knight opposite me echoed my thoughts: ‘Your trick worked once, Trattari. It won’t work a second time.’


‘Falcio, what’s happening?’ Brasti shouted. ‘Where’s the next target?’


‘I’m working on it,’ I said.


The Knight brought his blade down hard and I skipped back, letting it pass in front of my face and down to the ground. I flicked both my rapiers at him, slicing them across his chest, but he just laughed and didn’t even bother to parry. A rapier cut against plate-armour is about as deadly as the soft caress of silk. But I wasn’t trying to cut the plate. I was simply cutting the cloth that covered it.


‘Something’s glinting,’ Brasti called out.


‘That’s your target! Hit it!’


The Knight realised what was about to happen and frantically tried to cover the sheen of his exposed armour, but he was too late, and an instant later an arrow pierced his chest.


‘Valiana,’ I said, ‘take one of the Knights with the maces. Keep out of his reach and don’t try to kill him – just cut as much of the cloth covering his armour as you can.’


The other Knights rushed us, but this was a fight I could deal with. The two swordsmen tried to outflank me but my rapiers were just as long as their warswords and twice as fast. And I didn’t need to aim very well at all.


Brasti’s voice called out. ‘I think I see—’


‘Wait until you’re sure!’ I shouted back, fearful he might mistake the flashing of my blades for exposed armour.


One of the Knights tried to behead me and I slipped underneath and ran behind him. It took just two quick slashes to expose the plate on his back; I doubt he even noticed as he turned back around to face me. The sun overhead was beginning to burn through the nightmist – just enough that its rays gleamed against the Knight’s armour – and an instant later an arrow buried itself into his body.


I heard another arrow whiz through the air and spun around to see it lodged in the leg of Valiana’s opponent. Good girl. Don’t try to expose him for the killing blow – settle for anything you can. As he went down on one knee she slashed at him again and a moment later a second arrow took the same Knight in the throat.


My second swordsman was trying to stay close to me but this was a fight of speed and agility and even with my recent infirmity I had the edge. I skipped back and slashed three times, exposing a wide area of plate around his belly. Brasti’s arrow found it moments later. All I needed to do now was take out the second mace fighter.


I heard a scream and turned to see Valiana, her sword on the ground several feet away and the last Knight readying his mace to strike her down. She would die the instant that blow landed. In my mind’s eye I saw her lying on the ground, her skull crushed inwards. I darted towards them, cursing every Saint I could name, already knowing I would be too late. The Knight was still fully covered in his grey cloth and there was still too much mist for Brasti to be able to make out anything but blurred shadows. Valiana slipped and fell to the ground, and I knew that if Brasti shot now he was just as likely to kill me or Valiana as the Knight. But we had no other choice.


‘Brasti! Take the shot!’


‘Falcio, I can’t see—’


‘Take the—’


The mist parted and a wild figure emerged, running at Valiana and her opponent, a warsword in his hand. He was glowing red, as if fire was burning just under the surface of his skin. A demon, I thought. Trin’s found a way to send demons for us now. At the last instant the figure leapt in the air, sailing effortlessly over the girl, sword held in a reverse grip with the point aimed downwards. As gravity pulled him back to earth, he drove the tip of the sword into the Knight’s chest with all the crashing force of his momentum behind it. The blade pierced the plate armour and sank deep into the Knight’s body. The world froze for a brief moment.


‘Never tried that before,’ Kest said, withdrawing the bloody sword, his voice as calm and relaxed as if he’d just stepped out of a warm bath.


‘What’s happening?’ Brasti called out. ‘I can’t—’


‘It’s all right,’ I said, holding my hand out to help Valiana up. ‘The Saint of Swords finally decided to show up.’


Kest raised an eyebrow at me. ‘I was busy killing seven of them. How many have you killed?’


‘Not as many,’ I admitted.


Brasti emerged from the mist carrying Intemperance in one hand and half a dozen arrows in the other. ‘I killed eight.’ I was fairly sure he was lying.


It’s hard to describe my sense of relief at Kest’s arrival. He was my best friend and the deadliest fighter I’d ever known, and with him and Brasti at my side I felt as if the mists were about to fade. Together we could deal with Trin’s men. We could find Aline.


Another figure emerged from the mist. ‘You!’ he called out, and as he came closer I was able to recognise him as one of the Tailor’s Greatcoats. His face suddenly became deathly pale and I realised that Kest, Brasti, Valiana and I all had our weapons pointed at him.


‘Come with me,’ he said, doing an impressive job of mastering himself. ‘The Tailor wants you.’


‘Where?’


‘To the horses – the rest of Trin’s Knights have fled and they’ve taken Aline.’









Chapter Four


The Deception


In the few minutes it took us to reach the far end of the village, most of the grey-black fog had dissipated, as if the nightmist itself knew that its mission was complete. All that was left were a few wispy tendrils of smoke that made my lungs burn and the chaos that invariably follows a battle.


Bodies were lying scattered along the village paths. I counted four fallen Greatcoats and nearly twenty-five of Trin’s Knights, but both sides were vastly outnumbered by the men from the village. Those who’d betrayed us had ended up trapped in the very fog they’d helped to create, caught between two fighting forces. The ground was littered with their bodies. Some were injured, crying out for help; a precious few still had enough strength to provide aid to those less able. But most were dying, or already dead.


I found the Tailor surrounded by a dozen of her Greatcoats, a hundred yards from the rows of uneven posts where our horses were tethered. She wore her own greatcoat and her normally wild grey hair was tied back. Her eyes were bright and clear and she looked like a battle-hardened general rather than the enigmatic, bellicose tailor I’d known for so many years. There was no trace of urgency in her expression, nor in her men’s faces, and when I looked at the horses I noticed that none of them were saddled.


‘What in all the hells are you doing just standing here?’ I demanded. ‘Do you have any—?’


‘Wait,’ the Tailor said, holding up a hand to keep me silent.


‘Are you mad? They’ve got Aline!’ I started to push past her to get to the horses. Two of her Greatcoats stepped out in front to block my way, their hands on their weapons, and Kest and Brasti took up positions on either side of me. I turned back to the Tailor. ‘Would you try and stop me from rescuing the King’s heir? Your own granddaughter?’


‘I haven’t forgotten who she is,’ the Tailor said, her gaze moving to the village men nearby. ‘We have a plan and we’re going to follow it.’


The calm in her voice – the utter lack of any sign that she shared the panic that was seizing me – made it difficult for me to keep my temper. It made it impossible for Brasti.


‘I have a thought,’ he said. ‘How about we beat your men senseless, get on our horses, save the girl, and then you can tell us all about your little plan when we get back?’


She looked at the three of us with a kind of disdain that I hadn’t seen before, like a teacher who’s had enough of coddling a feeble-minded student. ‘Hold your tongue and come with me,’ she said. The iron in her voice brooked no dissent.


‘To the hells with that,’ Brasti said. ‘Come on, Falcio, let’s teach these fops in black leather why real Greatcoats don’t bow to anyone.’


I wanted to, the Gods know how much I longed to. The Tailor needed to understand that even if she did rule her own little army of men and women who looked like Greatcoats and called themselves Greatcoats, yet behaved more like soldiers and spies than magistrates, she didn’t rule us. But something in her expression gave me pause. She knew something I didn’t.


‘We’ll come,’ I said to her, ‘but you’d best say something to prove your loyalty to the King’s heir very quickly.’


She stepped into one of the nearby cottages without replying and I motioned for Kest and Brasti to follow me inside.


A few dim rays of sunshine snuck through cracks in the walls of the room but they barely illuminated the darkness within. As the three of us entered, the Tailor motioned for me to close the door. ‘You’ll keep your voice calm and quiet in here, all of you.’


I didn’t want to be calm or quiet. I wanted to scream my frustration, but then the Tailor pointed towards the far corner of the room. At first I saw nothing but shadows, my eyes not yet having recovered from going from darkness to light to darkness again. Slowly edges and lines became clearer and the shadows resolved into a figure sitting in a chair. A girl.


I started to shout her name, but Brasti put a hand over my mouth. His vision is better than Kest’s or mine and he must have seen her a moment before we did. She rose from the chair and came closer. Now I could see the shoulder-length, messy brown hair, the worn and faded green dress, the pretty face with the features that, like her father’s, were just a bit too sharp to be called beautiful. It’s her, thank all the Saints. It’s Aline.


Brasti removed his hand from my mouth and I knelt down and embraced her. Gods, stop the world from spinning, I thought, relief washing over me. Let me feel this happy for just a few moments more.


‘I was scared,’ Aline whispered in my ear.


‘Really?’ I asked, my own voice shaking. ‘I can’t imagine what you had to be scared about.’


She let go of me and her eyes met mine. ‘I couldn’t be out there with you, keeping hold of your throwing knives for you like in Rijou. I was afraid you’d get hurt without me.’


It always surprised me – the way that Aline, despite her keen intellect, could sometimes sound so much younger to me than her thirteen years.


Brasti snorted. ‘That’s a smart girl we have here, Falcio. Terrific survival instincts. Can’t wait to put her on the throne.’


‘All right,’ the Tailor said, ‘enough of the lovey-dovey. The girl’s safe and we’re all friends again. Now let’s go back out there and you lot keep your mouths shut. Some of the village men are still alive and we can’t trust any of them any more.’


‘But who did the Knights carry off?’ I asked. ‘Your man said they took Aline.’


‘He saw them carry off a girl,’ the Tailor said, ‘one they think is Aline. That’s all you need to know.’


‘You gave them a girl they think is Aline? They’ll kill her!’


‘A few minutes ago you challenged my loyalty to the King’s heir. Now you say I do too much for her? Listen to me, Falcio, and listen well. There is one thing and one thing only that matters: Aline must be protected so that she can take the throne. Nothing else can stand in the way of that. Nothing will.’


I thought back to the dead girl in the village, her pale hair dyed crimson with blood. Had she been another of the Tailor’s pawns? Had she died to try to put Trin’s Knights off the scent? How far would the King have wanted us to go to protect Aline? Not this far, I told myself. He would never have done this. Very carefully I said, ‘There was a child in the village. She was close to Aline’s age. Was she—?’


‘I had nothing to do with her. That idiot Braneth knew Celeste hated to be left alone. He should have made sure someone in their mountain hideaway kept an eye on her. The fool reaps the wages of betrayal now, may some forgiving saint guard him.’


The memory of the man’s grief as he held his child’s destroyed body filled me with equal portions of sorrow and confusion. ‘You prepared for this attack,’ I said. ‘You must have. But how could you have planned for this? How could you have known they were coming for her?’


‘I didn’t,’ the Tailor said as she walked over to the chair Aline had previously occupied and sat down. ‘But I knew something like this would happen soon.’ She looked over at the small counter and pointed. ‘Aline, dear, get me a cup of whatever’s in that jug over there, would you?’


Aline nodded and filled an old battered metal cup with something that looked like it might have once been beer.


‘Trin’s weak,’ the Tailor said, and took a swig from the cup. ‘For all the vicious brilliance she inherited from Patriana, she’s still an eighteen-year-old girl, and more, one who everyone thought was just Valiana’s handmaiden, up until a few weeks ago.’


‘She has an army four times the size of the Duke of Pulnam’s,’ Kest pointed out.


‘Aye, she has an army: an army of men twice her age who have no reason to be loyal other than tradition and parentage. When Patriana ruled Hervor she did so with skill and cunning. Her army had won every battle they fought in the last twenty years and the duchy prospered accordingly. But Patriana’s dead now and we should all thank the Gods for that.’


‘And now they have Trin,’ I said, following the Tailor’s line of reasoning. ‘Young. Untested . . .’


‘No,’ the Tailor said, her voice on the edge of glee, ‘tested indeed! Nearly a month she’s been trying to force the Duke of Pulnam to bow before her, and what has she to show for it? Nothing but the dead bodies of her soldiers!’


If Trin’s armies of Hervor ever met the wretched and under-trained forces of Erris, Duke of Pulnam, on the battlefield, I doubted Pulnam would last a day. But the Tailor’s Greatcoats had been launching buzzing attacks on her forces that had kept them busy trying to swat us: an army that had not known defeat in two decades was now being delayed from destroying its enemy by a mere hundred Greatcoats.


‘She had to attack us,’ I agreed. ‘But if the villagers had betrayed us to her, then why not send her whole army?’


‘They’re still too far away,’ Kest said, looking as if he were counting odds in his head. ‘Trying to move that many men so quickly would make them vulnerable to attack from Pulnam’s forces.’


I imagined Trin, parading her beauty and arrogance before the military generals of Hervor. She could be a masterful actor when she wanted, as capable of simulating innocent and seductive need as she was of committing casual and merciless violence. She’d fooled all of us, playing the shy young girl even as she murdered Lord Tremondi and manipulated everyone around her. Trin loves games, I thought. There must be a way to use that when the time is right.


‘She needs to show her Knights that she’s as clever as her mother was,’ the Tailor said. ‘She needs them to believe she can lead them to ever-more-brilliant victories. It can’t just be sending ten thousand men to crush one hundred. To make an impression, she needed to do us great harm using just a few of her own men: a victory won with little cost to her. Murdering you, in some ingenious and theatrical manner, Falcio, was one of the more likely scenarios.’


‘Did you have some plan for protecting me?’


She jabbed a finger at Kest. ‘I figured he’d deal with that.’


‘You realise I’m here too, don’t you?’ Brasti said.


The Tailor ignored him. ‘But the biggest prize would be to take Aline. Imagine Trin, dragging King Paelis’ heir through the muck and mud as her generals watched, telling the story of her cunning victory to the cheers of her soldiers before she turned the girl over to them.’


Gods, the things they would have done to her before finally slitting her throat. They’ll do those same things to whomever the Tailor has given them, I realised with a start. ‘The girl – the one you have masquerading as Aline—’


‘The one I sent knows how to protect herself,’ the Tailor said, cutting me off. ‘I’ll tell you no more than that. She’ll leave us a trail and we’ll send out the Greatcoats in an hour.’


‘Why not right now?’


‘In between here and Trin’s army there will be a smaller force – one sent ahead to support the attack. She’ll have taken over one of the smaller villages or perhaps set up an encampment. I want to know where it is. I want those men.’ The Tailor smiled. It wasn’t a nice smile. ‘The little bitch thought she’d play her tricks on me? Let her stand before her military commanders and explain how she not only failed to take Aline, but lost a hundred men in the process. See if that doesn’t give a few generals some ideas about the ducal succession of Hervor.’


‘And if they don’t wait to reach their camp before they figure out that they don’t have Aline? If they decide to . . . use her then and there?’


The Tailor shrugged. ‘That’s the risk we all take. Besides, none of Trin’s Knights have ever seen Aline. They’ll likely take good enough care of her until they get back to their camp.’ The old woman rose from the chair and motioned for Aline to take her place. ‘Now, she’s going to stay in here and stay quiet. The rest of us are going to go back out there and keep silent about all of this.’


I understood the need to maintain the ruse in front of the villagers, but it seemed cruel to hide the fact that Aline was safe from the other Greatcoats. I’d almost lost my mind when I thought she’d been taken – Gods—!


‘We’ve got to find Valiana! She doesn’t know your plan – she still thinks Aline’s been captured!’


‘Fine. You can tell her,’ the Tailor said, ‘but do it quietly. No screams of joy or—’


‘You don’t understand! She thinks it’s her sacred duty to protect Aline. Since she hasn’t already broken down the door to find out how we’re planning to rescue her, it means she’s already gone!’


I ran out of the cottage and looked around, but all I could see were the Tailor’s Greatcoats. When I got to where the horses were tethered I saw one grey mare missing: Valiana’s.


I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to see the Tailor.


‘Falcio, you can’t go after her. You’ll endanger our plans. Valiana has made her own choice—’


‘She thinks they’ve got Aline, damn you! She’ll be caught – what if Trin is waiting there at the camp?’ Saints, let it not be so. Trin’s hatred of Valiana knew no limits. The things she would do to her would make the tortures I’d experienced at her mother’s hands pale in comparison.


‘You can’t go,’ the Tailor insisted. ‘Even if you did, she’s too far ahead of you. You’ll never catch up. No, we stick to the plan.’


‘The hells for your plans!’ I said, pushing her away. There was only one thing I could do.


I ran to the far side of the barns where a single horse was kept tethered, apart from all the others: a huge, scarred creature made of rage and hate. She was one of the legendary Fey Horses – or at least she had been, except Patriana, Duchess of Hervor, had spent years torturing her, trying to turn her into a tool of war, so now she was a massive, angry beast with sharpened teeth and a fury inside her that matched my own. We called her Monster.


I untied her and she made the strange mixture of neigh and growl that signalled she had no intention of being ridden today.


I braced myself and got onto her back anyway. ‘Valiana needs our help,’ I shouted into the horse’s ear. ‘She is of our herd. Dan’he vath fallatu. She is of your herd. She will be taken by Trin, the foal of she who tortured your young. Trin will strip the skin from Valiana’s flesh unless you and I go and fight for her.’


An explosion of muscle and rage nearly shook me from Monster’s back, but I clung on for dear life as her hooves began tearing up chunks of dirt, sending dust and sand in the air as she raced across the burnt grass plains outside of the village and towards the mountains. The Greathorse had murder in her heart.


So did I.









Chapter Five


The Captive


The Knights had made a poor job of covering their tracks. Wherever there was a fork in the wide dusty trails that passed for roads in this part of Pulnam, they’d gone a few dozen yards in the wrong direction before circling back. I wasn’t fooled, and from Valiana’s tracks I could see that she hadn’t been deceived either, which meant she was going to reach them before I caught up with her.


We’d gone about ten miles from the village when I counted five horses off in the distance. I was fairly certain one was Valiana’s grey mare, which meant the body I saw in a heap on the ground must be Valiana herself. One of the Knights was holding her down with his foot while his fellows were fending off the sweeping attacks of a young girl wearing a yellow dress made brown by dust. The girl was swinging a blade nearly as tall as she was, which she must have taken from one of the Knights. She wielded it with impressive skill despite its weight, but there were four Knights and I doubted she could keep them off her for long and I was still too far away.


‘K’hey!’ I called to Monster, drawing one of my rapiers. Fly.


The great beast gave a growl that broke through the distance between us and our quarry and I saw one of the Knights turn to us as we bridged the gap. He wasn’t wearing his helmet and by this time I was close enough to enjoy the wide-eyed look of fear in his eyes as he caught sight of the creature charging for him. He should have kept his attention on the girl. She swung her stolen warsword and, with a single stroke, the Knight’s head flew from his body.


I leapt off Monster’s back and engaged with the man who was holding Valiana down, making a thrust for his face that forced him to step back. Valiana didn’t rise, and a quick glance told me that she was unconscious. The Knight evaded my next strike, only to be struck down by Monster’s hooves. I had to jump out of the way as the beast began crushing the Knight beneath her.


One of the remaining Knights was gaining the advantage on the girl in the yellow dress. Strong as she was, I could tell she was beginning to tire from wielding the heavy blade. As he prepared for a downward strike, I grabbed his sword arm from behind and pulled it back as hard as I could, hoping to make him lose his balance. Knights in armour don’t do well on their backs. When he felt the resistance from my hand he struck back with his elbow. I turned my head – just in time – but he struck my collarbone with a force that made me thankful for the bone plates inside my coat.


I struck at his face with the pommel of my rapier – he was wearing a full-face helmet but I managed to ring his bell hard enough for him to stumble. Unfortunately, the girl had moved into position behind him and as he fell she went down beneath him.


‘Don’t worry about me, you idiot,’ she shouted as she wriggled a hand holding a dagger out from beneath the Knight’s bulk while he struggled to flip himself around. ‘The other one’s getting away! If he escapes with her then the whole plan fails!’


In my peripheral vision a blur passed by me: the remaining Knight had grabbed Valiana and was making for the mountains off in the distance on a black horse.


I ran to Monster. I’d barely leapt onto her back when she began racing towards the Knight on his black charger. The other horse was fast, but Monster was all speed and fury and we overtook them in a flurry of hoofbeats. Monster barrelled into the side of the other horse, throwing the Knight and Valiana to the ground and reminding me once again that there is always a price to pay for using a creature as dangerous as a maddened Greathorse.


The Knight recovered enough to get to his knees and reached for a mace attached to his waist, but by then the point of my rapier was at his throat, carefully placed above the protection of his gorget and just under his chin. ‘Yield,’ I said.


The Knight moved his hand away from his mace. ‘I yield,’ he said.


Keeping my point on him I turned to glance first at Valiana, who looked stunned but was now conscious, then back to see the girl walking towards us, dagger in hand. Several yards back her opponent was on the ground with the others, presumably already dead.


‘You have to kill him,’ the girl said. ‘No one can know what happened here.’


‘He yielded. He’s our prisoner.’


She kept walking towards us. I could see now that calling her a girl was inaccurate. She was young, to be sure – perhaps twenty; no more than twenty-five, certainly – and she was short for a woman, only a little over five feet, no taller than Aline. Her face was youthful enough to make it plausible for her to pass as a teenage girl. But one good look in her eyes removed any doubt of her being a child.


‘I said kill him—’


‘And I said he’s my prisoner. Now tell me your name and—’


The girl walked right by me, so casually that I was surprised when she knocked the blade of my rapier aside and, without so much as a glance at me, drove her dagger into the Knight’s throat. She pushed slowly but surely, forcing his body backwards until, with a sudden twist, she yanked the blade free. Blood fountained from his neck as he died.


I was horrified by the indifference with which she’d killed a man who’d already surrendered, but I wasn’t looking for a confrontation. Not yet. ‘Who are you?’ I asked again. She didn’t offer a response and I didn’t wait for one. Valiana was sitting up now, but she still looked dazed. I knelt down to examine her for wounds. ‘Valiana, it’s me, Falcio. Are you hurt?’


‘My name is Dariana,’ the woman said from behind me. ‘And the girl is not half so hurt as you’ll be if you ever get in my way again.’


Valiana had a bruise on her cheek and looked as if she’d taken a hit to the head but I could see no blood. ‘You’re not half the size you’d need to be to make good on that threat,’ I said.


I felt the point of a blade at the back of my neck. This Dariana was smart. If she’d reached around to put the blade at my throat I could have grabbed her arm and thrown her over my shoulder. This way she was in control.


‘Haven’t you heard?’ she said. ‘It’s not how tall a man is that matters, it’s how long a blade he wields.’


‘You’re working for the Tailor so I assume you’re one of her new Greatcoats. Perhaps you should be acting like one.’


‘A Greatcoat?’ I heard the woman spit. ‘Why would I want to be a fucking Greatcoat?’


If Kest had been there he could have suggested half a dozen ways of deflecting the blade, followed by their respective odds of success, followed by a reminder that I should not have turned my back on someone I had just met in the first place. But I ignored his sage, if imaginary, counsel and instead reached down to lift Valiana up off the ground. If this woman wanted to kill me, she could. I was tired and sore and angry and sick of being tired and sore and angry. ‘I’m taking Valiana back to the village,’ I said. ‘You can help or not.’


The sharp pressure on the back of my neck disappeared. ‘I’ll get the other horses,’ she said. ‘Try not to screw anything else up while I’m gone.’









Chapter Six


The Betrayal


Hours later I was back in my cottage, collecting my belongings and preparing for our departure in the morning. The Tailor believed that if we continued to harass Trin’s troops we could box her in long enough for Duke Erris to rally his own forces; all we had to do was deny Trin victory long enough for her generals to lose faith in her. From there we might even be able to convince them that a naïve thirteen-year-old girl on the throne was preferable to a psychotic eighteen-year-old murderer with exotic tastes in torture.


I wondered what would become of this small village once we abandoned it. The cries of those few men still alive but beyond saving had all but faded now. Their families had come down from the mountain hideaways to witness the destruction that had fallen upon a place that, until the Greatcoats had come along, had survived border raids and territorial disputes for hundreds of years. The women and children had been so full of shock and fury that I’d feared they might attack us then and there. But in the end, we had the numbers and the weapons, and so they had simply taken their dead and dying and made their way back into the mountains, cursing us all the while.


The memory of their faces had shaken my faith in my King, maybe for the first time in my life. All those years he’d spent planning and plotting, developing strategies and tactics to bring peace and justice to this broken, bitter country, and in the end, what had he left us with? None of us, even those who had been closest to him, knew his plan. Instead, in the days just before losing his throne and his head to the Dukes, Paelis had given each of us a secret and individual command and scattered us to the winds – a hundred and forty-four men and women, dispatched on a hundred and forty-four different journeys – never to know what became of the others.


For five years I had searched for what Paelis had called the ‘King’s Charoites’, despite having no idea where they might be, nor, in fact, what a charoite was other than a kind of rare precious stone. Finally, I had found Aline: the King’s secret daughter. His blood. His heir. The rarest jewel of them all.


And what was I supposed to do now? Put Aline on the throne?


Was that the entirety of your plan, you gangly limbed, half-starved excuse for a King? We had shared a dream, he and I. At first it was just the two of us, but we’d tricked others into believing it too. Every one of the original Greatcoats could recite the King’s Laws by heart; we could all sing them well enough that even a drunken farmer could remember our verdicts word for word a year later. How many of them still believed in all that talk of law and justice and an easing of sorrow? How much did Brasti and Kest and the other original Greatcoats, wherever they were, still believe?


How much did I?


I removed my coat and set it aside on the bench next to my swords. I would sleep reluctantly tonight, as frightened of my own guilty dreams as I was of finding out what Patriana’s poison had in store for me when I next awoke.


A soft, tentative knock at my door interrupted my thoughts. It was strange that I immediately knew it was Aline. Maybe it was because of those days we had spent together on the run in Rijou – always quiet, always fearful that someone would hear us and raise the alarm. I opened the door and she came in, still wearing the faded green dress.


‘What are you doing here?’ I asked, looking outside to see if anyone was watching. ‘If the villagers—’


‘The villagers have all gone away,’ she said. ‘Besides, it’s done now. Trin will know her men failed.’


‘You should be asleep,’ I said.


‘I should be dead.’


I knelt down and looked her in the eyes. She was more haggard than scared. ‘What’s happened?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Then why—?’


‘Nothing, except that someone powerful sent men to kill me. Again. Like they always do. Like they always will.’


I stood up and went to pour us each a cup of water from the jug in the small kitchen. ‘They failed,’ I said, handing her a cup.


She drank, and I took that as a sign things might not be so bad and did the same.


‘Thank you,’ she said, handing me back the cup.


‘Do you want some more?’


She shook her head.


‘Did you want to sit and talk?’


Aline looked towards the still open door. ‘Could we go for a walk outside? I’d like to see the stars.’


The Tailor wouldn’t like that, nor would her Greatcoats. I was tired and not looking for another fight. But Aline was the heir, not our prisoner, and by now the Tailor’s men would have set up a proper perimeter.


Also, as the King used to remind me on an almost daily basis, I’m belligerent.


‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Just let me grab something.’ I retrieved my coat and rapiers and found a thick woollen blanket that I wrapped around Aline’s shoulders.


We walked down the main path, the flickering candlelight escaping through the cracks in the shutters lighting our way. Occasionally we could hear the sounds of other Greatcoats talking inside.


‘Where shall we go?’ I asked.


‘Can we go up the little hill outside the village?’


That was an awkward request. I really didn’t want to take her outside the protection of our camp, but we were unlikely to be attacked again – Trin had made her attempt, and her men had paid the price for it. ‘All right,’ I said, ‘but just for a little while.’


Aline took my hand and we made our way down the path, passing a group of six of the Tailor’s Greatcoats. They didn’t bother to greet us, but I saw they noted our presence. As long as we didn’t go far they’d likely not complain. I ignored the soft footsteps not far behind us. They had been there since we’d left the cottage.


We crossed the wide trail that passed through the strange rock formation called the Arch. Beyond it was the Eastern Desert and the curved north–south trade route called the Bow that led to Rijou.


Rijou.


The memories of that place still make me shudder.


‘Are you cold?’ Aline asked.


‘No, just thinking.’


‘That happens to me too when I think,’ she said.


‘Oh? What do you think about that makes you shiver?’


She looked up. ‘I like the stars,’ she said, ignoring my question. ‘You could see some in Rijou, but never as many as here. It’s as if they’re right near to us. Come on. I want to get closer to them.’


We made our way up the hill along a narrow path. At the top the terrain flattened out and we sat at the edge. Small animals scurried about in the dark, not quite obscuring the other sound that trailed us.


‘She follows me everywhere I go,’ Aline said.


I was surprised at first that Aline could hear the footsteps, but then, she was a smart girl and she’d become used to paying attention to things around her. ‘She’s wounded,’ I said. ‘She should be resting.’


‘You could tell her, but I don’t think she’d listen. She’s lost, Falcio.’


I looked at Aline’s face to find some clue as to her meaning but she was still just looking up at the stars. ‘What do you mean?’


‘They’ve taken everything away from her,’ she said. ‘She spent her whole life being a princess and now she’s just a girl. I spent my whole life thinking I was just a girl and now they tell me I have to be a queen. It doesn’t seem fair.’


‘To whom?’ I asked.


She turned to me and put a hand on my arm. ‘I don’t want Valiana to die for nothing, Falcio. Will you protect her?’


‘What do you mean, “for nothing”? Saving your life isn’t “nothing”.’


She leaned back on the ground and looked up again. ‘Can you see this many stars in the Southern Islands?’


‘I . . . I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I suppose so. I think it’s mostly a function of how many clouds there are and how much light down here there is – that makes it harder for us to see the stars.’


The answer seemed to satisfy her. ‘So if we weren’t in a big city and it wasn’t cloudy we should see a lot of stars from an island too, right?’


‘Aline, what’s this about?’


‘Do you think about Ethalia, Falcio?’


That took me by surprise. Of course I still thought of Ethalia – every day. It hadn’t been so long ago that she had healed my wounds and saved the last little part of my soul.


‘I do think about her, yes,’ I said carefully.


‘That morning when you were in her room – when she sent me downstairs,’ she started, then admitted, ‘I didn’t go all the way. I stayed near the door and I heard what she said to you.’


For an instant I was back in that small room, the smell of clean sheets and simple food, of morning flowers and, above all, of her. ‘Don’t you think it at all possible that you are meant to be happy, that I am meant to be happy, and that our happiness can be found together?’


I had known Ethalia one night and in that short time had fallen in love for only the second time in my life. Minutes after she had said those words I had left her there, alone. Weeping.


‘Why are you telling me this, Aline?’


‘Do you think she’d still take us to that island that she mentioned? She said I could come too, right?’


‘I . . . I’m sure one day, when you’re tired of being Queen, I mean you could . . .’ I knew I sounded like an idiot so I didn’t bother to finish.


‘No,’ Aline said, ‘I mean, now. If we went back there now – not all the way to Rijou, I know we’d need to get a message to her – but if we could, do you think she’d still take us to that island?’


‘Aline,’ I said, ‘you’re the daughter of King Paelis. You’re going to be Queen of all Tristia.’


She shook her head. She wasn’t crying, though. It was as if she’d played this conversation over in her head and was ready for my objections. ‘I don’t have to be Queen, though. No one can force me to be Queen.’


‘I don’t always want to be a Greatcoat but I do it anyway. Where would you be if I’d stopped?’


‘Dead,’ she said plainly. ‘I’d be dead. Just like when Shiballe’s men tried to kill me, or when the bully-boys found us. Or when Laetha and Radger betrayed me, or when the Dashini assassins came. Or today.’


I felt a fool. I kept forgetting how young she was, still a child, and already she’d faced as much death as any soldier. ‘I’ve kept you safe, though, haven’t I?’


‘Yes, you have. You killed Shiballe’s men and the bully-boys and those fake Greatcoats and the Dashini. And today you killed more men for me. How many people will you kill for me, Falcio?’


I took her hand. ‘I’ll kill as many as it takes, Aline. I’ll kill them until they stop coming for you.’


She pulled her hand away and jumped to her feet. ‘You don’t understand anything! I don’t want you to kill people for me! I don’t want Valiana to die to protect me. I didn’t want the villagers to betray us and then be killed because of it! I’m only thirteen, Falcio, and already I’ve caused the death of more people than I can count. I don’t want it!’


I rose to my feet. ‘We don’t always get—’


‘No! It’s not the same. I don’t want to be a Queen. And you’re not a Greatcoat because you have to be, Falcio – you’re a Greatcoat because you don’t know how to be anything else.’ She turned and ran off.


She was right, of course. It wasn’t fair. She deserved better; she deserved to be a child, to laugh and cry and get angry and run off into the darkness and pout. But the world hadn’t been fair to her up to now and it showed absolutely no signs of relenting, and that meant I couldn’t let her go off by herself to pout in the darkness.


So I ran and caught her before she could reach the path down the hill.


‘Leave me alone!’ she screamed.


‘Stop,’ I said, taking her arm. ‘Stop and tell me what it is you want. Do you want me to take you away from here? To take you south, to see if Ethalia would still have us?’ Aline’s arm was shaking – no, it wasn’t her. It was me. It was the thought of what might be if she commanded me to take her from this place. Oh Gods, say yes, and in that yes shake me of the bonds that bind me to your father. You gave me no instructions, my King. You just said to find her, and I did that. If she asks me to take her away I will and to the hells with whatever plans you made but never bothered to tell me.


But she didn’t say yes. It was as if she could tell I would have taken her south that very instant if she asked. Instead, she said, ‘I want to stop being afraid,’ not knowing that it was the bravest thing she could have said just then.


‘That’s not the same thing. I’m not sure that’s even possible.’


She started crying. ‘Why do I have to be Queen?’


‘You don’t,’ I said. ‘The country can carry on as it has. The Dukes can keep doing what they’ve been doing. Trin can take the throne.’


‘Mattea – the Tailor – she said there were others.’ Her voice was full of frustration. ‘Why didn’t you find one of them?’


‘I don’t know. I didn’t know they existed, or that you did. But I don’t think any of them are left, Aline. Patriana hunted them all down.’ I thought about that a moment. Patriana had held Aline in her clutches. She had beaten her and tortured her – and yet she hadn’t killed her, preferring instead to use her to torment me. And now I thought about it, she’d kept asking, over and over, ‘Where are the others?’ At the time I’d assumed she was talking about the other Greatcoats but in hindsight it was more likely she had been seeking the other heirs, the ‘Charoites’, as the King had enigmatically called them. What if there were other heirs still alive?


‘Aline, if there was another, would you want them to take your place?’


‘I . . .’ Tears were dripping slowly down her cheeks and I wanted to hold her, but I knew she didn’t want to be touched. So we stood there until she finally looked up at me. ‘They would have to deal with the same things I do, wouldn’t they?’


I nodded. I didn’t speak, for I could see that her heart had made its decision and now her mind was catching up to it.


‘And . . . and it would be worse for them, wouldn’t it? Because they won’t have faced the things I have. It’ll all come down on them at once.’


‘I think that’s probably true.’


She stood there, silent, looking back up at the stars for a very long time. ‘Then it has to be me, doesn’t it? If I don’t do this then it will fall on somebody else and it might be even harder for them. They would have to be braver than me.’


My voice caught in my throat as I said, ‘I don’t think there is anyone braver than you, sweetheart.’


She wrapped her arms around herself. ‘We don’t always get to be who we want to be, do we?’


It took me a minute before I could speak. I hadn’t fully understood until that moment how much I’d wanted her to refuse her birthright; to tell me she wanted me to take her away. I’d not admitted, even to myself, how much I longed to go to Ethalia and live out a normal life without the burden of trying to carry on a dead King’s fading dream. I remembered back to the day when I had first met King Paelis and the wild, idealistic insanity that had followed. I thought about Kest and Brasti and all the others: every one of them had their own tale, every one had made the same choice. ‘I think . . . I think we get to be what the world needs us to be.’


Aline sniffed once more, as if trying to take back in the tears she had shed. ‘Then that has to be enough. I’ll be the Queen, then, Falcio, if that will make things better. If that is what the world wants of me.’


We stood like that for a little while before she took my hand and we began the walk down the path and back towards the village.


I should have made a vow then, loudly, to the night and to whatever awaited us in the morning. I should have promised to always be there for Aline, to always protect her. I should have made an oath to the Gods and Saints. But I didn’t. Aline was a smart and serious girl, and she didn’t like it when people made vows they couldn’t keep.


*


I awoke the next day as I had for the previous several days, unable to move or speak. The first time it had lasted only a few terrifying seconds. Now, as I tried to count the minutes in my head, the paralysis felt expected, almost natural.


Someone was in the room with me. The sound of my visitor’s breathing was soft and slow, punctuated every few minutes by a moan of pain or fear that wasn’t quite breaking through their sleep. Valiana, I thought. Only hours from nearly losing her own life and yet here she was, sitting watch over me. I imagined the Tailor had forced her to stay away from Aline’s cottage and she’d decided to guard me instead. How much she’d changed from the haughty noblewoman I’d met just a few months ago, served by everyone around her, raised to rule over the country. What must it be like to imagine yourself a princess only to discover you’re the child of an unknown peasant woman with no title, no family, no name? I wished I could open my eyes and see her. I wished I could see anything.


I met a blind man years ago, selling fruit along the trade road, being led around by a very old woman who I assumed was his wife. I’d asked him what it was like to be without sight. Close your eyes, he’d said. Think of a beautiful woman. That’s what I see every minute of every day. His wife had looked over at him fondly. He’d told me the world could be the most lovely place you could imagine, so long as your imagination was fuelled by love. I wanted to tell him that when I closed my eyes I too saw my wife, and the sight filled me with pain and sorrow and a rage I could never control. But I feared that if I did tell him I might change the vista he beheld, and so the gap-toothed grin on his old face held me back.


Now, all these years later, I couldn’t remember my wife’s face. Not really. I could describe her to you – her hair, her skin, the crooked smile when she mocked some silly thing I had said . . . That smile. It promised laughter and kisses and more. I could tell you every detail because I’ve made myself remember them, but only as words. We had been poor, so there were no paintings or sketches of her. The sight of her was lost to me for ever and there was only one way to get it back.


A rough hand grabbed my jaw and the heat of someone’s breath brought an uncomfortable warmth to my face. I heard Valiana move in her chair. ‘Stop!’


I felt the first tingles in my fingertips. I couldn’t be sure how long I’d been paralysed this time, but it felt longer than the day before. My eyes began fluttering open. If ever there was a face I didn’t long to see at that precise moment, it was the Tailor’s.


‘Wakey-wakey, First Cantor,’ she said, her voice a mixture of sarcasm and urgency. ‘Time to get up and greet the day.’


Valiana entered my view as she tried and failed to push the Tailor away. ‘It’s still hours away from when you said we were leaving.’


‘That was before,’ the Tailor said.


‘Before what?’ I asked, the thick feeling in my tongue slurring my words.


The Tailor looked at me and only then did I realise how much anger was in her eyes. ‘Before the Duke of Pulnam betrayed us.’


*


Outside the cottage the other Greatcoats were making preparations to leave the village. Horses were dragging litters holding the dead bodies of fallen Knights and some of the homes damaged in the fight were being hastily repaired.


‘No sense leaving the villagers with broken homes and a bunch of dead Knights to bury,’ the Tailor said, striding towards the far end of the village just a little too quickly for me to keep up in my current state. ‘We’ll take them out and leave them in a nice pile for Trin and that bastard Erris, Duke of Pulnam, to find.’


‘I don’t understand,’ I said. ‘Why did he betray us? I thought you said our raids were working.’


She sneered. ‘The raids worked too well. Trin offered him an armistice. She won’t take the duchy away from him and in exchange he’ll give her troops access through southern Pulnam so they can bypass the Duchy of Domaris’ defences. He’ll also pay for the cost of her troops’ passage.’


‘He’ll pay? For what?’


‘Protection,’ the Tailor said. ‘Seems there are Greatcoats about.’


As we reached the far side of the village I saw Kest and Brasti readying their horses. ‘Finally,’ Brasti said. ‘Falcio, would you tell her to stop ordering us about without telling us why?’


‘What is this?’ I asked the Tailor.


‘You’re going south.’


‘To where?’


‘Aramor. Where it all began.’


‘Saints,’ Brasti said, rolling his eyes. ‘You do recall that we’re wanted for murder in Aramor, don’t you?’


‘Trin killed Lord Tremondi,’ Kest said. ‘Surely Duke Isault must know that by now.’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ the Tailor said.


‘Why?’ Brasti asked. ‘Because the three of us are expendable?’


‘Because we have no damned choice, you fool. Duke Isault’s got money and soldiers. We need both and we need them now.’ The Tailor grabbed a stick from the ground and began drawing lines in the dirt. ‘Trin’s going to go south from here,’ she said, ‘to the Duchy of Domaris and its endless forests. Hadiermo, the vaunted Iron Duke of Domaris, is an idiot but he’ll fight her. He knows that Duke Perault has become Trin’s lover, and that he wants to expand his own duchy’s borders. If Domaris falls, Perault will take one half and Trin will take the other and Duke Hadiermo will be left standing out in the cold in his underclothes.’


‘How long can he hold out against the combined forces of Trin and Perault?’ I asked.


‘A few weeks. Maybe a month.’


Kest, Brasti and I looked at each other as the magnitude of events came crashing down on us: Hervor, Orison, Pulnam and finally Domaris – all four of the northern duchies. Trin would hold them all with an army that would sweep the south unless the southern duchies rose united against her, which they never would, not without a King or Queen to lead them.


‘Ah,’ the Tailor said. ‘It seems light does eventually reach even the dimmest places.’


‘Why would the Duke of Aramor side with Aline?’ Kest asked.


‘Aramor has always had a special relationship with the Kings of Tristia,’ the Tailor replied. ‘Isault didn’t love my son, but he didn’t hate him the way the others did. And he’s an opportunist. He’ll know he can get a better deal from us than from Trin.’


I was still dubious. This ‘special relationship’ hadn’t done King Paelis much good when Isault and the other Dukes came for his head. ‘Let’s say we can turn Isault,’ I began.


‘You will turn him,’ the Tailor said. ‘Make no mistake: if he sides with Trin this is all over and the world itself won’t be big enough to hide any of us. You’re going to go down there and stroke his ego and promise him whatever you must to get his support.’


‘Fine. So I turn him. Then what?’


She tapped each of the duchies of the southwest on her map in the dirt. ‘From Aramor you go to secure the support of the Dukes of Luth and then Pertine. The Duchy of Baern will fall in line behind them.’


‘Trin will have the north and Aline will have the south,’ I said.


The Tailor gave me a grim smile as she poked her stick dead centre in the heart of the country. ‘And the final battle will be fought in Rijou, where your old friend Duke Jillard will decide the fate of the world. Still proud of yourself for not killing him when you had the chance?’


‘He swore to support Aline’s claim,’ I said. ‘Besides, there are laws, even in times of war.’


‘Aye. But you don’t seem to have learned the first one: it’s the victor who makes the laws.’ She swept the marks in the dirt away with her foot. ‘I’ll take the Greatcoats to Domaris and we’ll do our best to slow Trin down. If she thought our raids were a pain before she’ll be amazed at how much damage we can do once her soldiers have to travel through a hundred and fifty miles of forest.’


‘What about Aline?’ I asked. ‘You can’t mean to keep taking her into battlefields like this?’


‘You have a better solution?’ the Tailor asked.


‘We’ll take her with us. We get her the hells away from Pulnam and Domaris, take her south where we can find somewhere safe for her until all this is over.’


The Tailor smiled. ‘Perfect. I like your thinking, Falcio.’


I searched the old woman’s face for signs of mockery. I couldn’t believe she’d go along with a plan I’d had all of ten seconds to devise. ‘You’re serious? You’ll let me take her?’


She shook her head. ‘Of course not, you fool. But I’m counting on the fact that you aren’t the only one who thinks a woman’s place is hiding behind men.’


I started to protest, but she held up a hand. ‘Don’t start telling me about all the female Greatcoats you recruited. If Aline were a man you’d say she needed to show the world she was brave enough to lead it.’


On the long list I kept in my head of things I hated about the Tailor, second from the top was the arrogant way she presumed to see every one of my flaws. Top on the list was that she was probably right. ‘If my instincts are so flawed, then why—?’


‘Because Trin thinks like a man, too. She’ll believe we’ll send Aline south and she’ll be convinced you’re the one who will take her. You really are quite predictable, Falcio.’


Brasti snorted. ‘It won’t take her spies long to realise we don’t have Aline with us. What are we supposed to do, parade Kest around in a sundress?’


‘You’re not going by yourselves,’ the Tailor said as Dariana stepped out from behind one of the hitching posts. She was wearing a greatcoat. ‘Ah, Dari, there you are.’


‘I’ve warned you before about calling me that.’


‘Well, threaten me a few more times and perhaps I’ll remember to give a damn one of these days.’ The Tailor turned to me. ‘She’ll be going with you.’


‘Looks a bit small for fighting,’ Brasti said, looking her up and down. ‘Or much of anything else, really.’


Dariana wasted only the briefest of glances on Brasti before she gave him a dismissive little snort and then turned to stare at Kest somewhat more appraisingly. ‘So you’re the Saint of Swords, eh?’ She let her gaze drift from his face to his hands to his feet and back again. ‘I’m finding it hard to be impressed.’


‘Four moves,’ Kest said.


‘What?’


‘You’re wondering if you could take me. You’d last four moves.’


‘Well then,’ she said, smiling innocently and reaching a hand out to touch his chest. ‘Suppose I take you in your sleep?’


‘I took that for granted when I said four. Did you want to know how long you’d last if you didn’t take me by surprise?’


‘Oh, great Gods save me from these mad duellists,’ the Tailor moaned. ‘Could the two of you compare the length of your swords someplace else? It’s time for you to go.’


‘So that’s it?’ I asked. ‘At least let me say goodbye to Aline and Valiana.’


‘Aline is already in hiding with my men,’ the Tailor said. ‘You said your goodbyes last night, even if you weren’t aware of it at the time. As for Valiana, you can talk to her all you like on the way south. Here she comes now.’


Two of the Tailor’s new Greatcoats were hauling Valiana between them, lifting her by the arms as she struggled to break free.


‘Stop!’ the Tailor shouted, and at first I’d assumed she was ordering her men to stand down, but then I realised my rapier was in my hand. ‘Valiana’s unharmed,’ the Tailor said to me.


‘Which is more than I can say for the rest of us,’ one of her Greatcoats growled as they dropped her in front of us. ‘Little twit gave me a cut across the cheek before we got the sword out of her hand.’


The Tailor walked up to him and without warning slapped him hard across the face. His eyes darkened. ‘What’s that for?’ he asked. ‘You ordered us to bring her—’


‘All that secret training, all your deadly arts, and a fool who barely knows how to draw her own sword without cutting herself nearly takes your eye?’


‘He’ll lose more than that if he touches me again,’ Valiana said, rising to her feet and snatching the rapier from my hand.


The other Greatcoat reached for his sword, but Dariana put a hand on Valiana’s arm. ‘There now, pretty bird. How about we teach you how to handle that little pig-sticker of yours and then we can go and kill a few men – and do it properly, eh?’


The Tailor turned from her men and back to us. ‘Have we done with the games? Time is wasting and I have more important things to deal with than your petulance.’


‘I’ve sworn my life to protect Aline,’ Valiana said. ‘I won’t leave her.’


‘Yes, and if we’re all lucky, that’s just what Trin will think.’


‘But—’


‘You want so badly to be a hero like these fools?’ the Tailor asked, pointing at Kest, Brasti and me. ‘You want to die thinking you saved Aline; that your life was worth more in the end than it was in the beginning? Fine. Do what I ask and go with them. Go and take the blade in your gut and know that in some small way you’ve helped protect her. Let’s hope Trin’s hatred of you will prompt her to waste resources chasing you. You’re useless to Aline here, except perhaps to get in the way of those with the strength and skill to keep her safe.’


The anger drained from Valiana’s face, along with her pride. She’d been clinging so desperately to the oath that she’d made to Aline because she needed to believe she stood for something, for anything, so that her life could have some meaning. She was just like I had been, years ago, when I first met the King. He’d believed in me, and he’d made me believe in myself. King Paelis was an idealist and a romantic and a dreamer. But the Tailor was none of those things.


‘I’ll do what you ask,’ Valiana said finally. She turned and walked away from us towards the horses.


The callousness of the Tailor’s words, the way she discarded all of Valiana’s pain and sorrow – all of the pain each of us had experienced in our lives – burned in me. I needed her to know how much I hated this, all of it: her cold, calculating strategies, the way she planned and plotted: she wasn’t much different from the Dukes we all despised.


The others were looking at me, waiting to see how I would react. I didn’t want to be an angry, petulant child. I wanted to be noble and brave and all the things I’d tried to be since the day the King had shaken me out of my madness. But I couldn’t. I simply didn’t have it in me. ‘You’re a fucking bitch,’ I said.


The Tailor smiled. ‘Aye, I am. I’m exactly what the world needs me to be – what my granddaughter needs me to be. Now go and be what she needs you to be. Get me the support of the southern Dukes so we can win this damned war before the girl we’ve both sworn to protect gets killed.’
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