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Chapter One


Casualties


Raul ran out of the tree line, sword and shield swinging, his band of rebels following him into the battering rain. A storm was sweeping from the mountains into the foothills, with the sort of wind that sent even goats running for shelter, that blew down fences and chimney stacks, ruined wild nests and farmyard roosts. The storm was at Raul’s back, pushing him faster down the slippery meadow. Its power filled him, sped him on, filled his lungs with laughter that was snatched away on the howling gale.


To his right, a man lost his footing, slipped, slid down the slope, cursing as his sword flew from his hand and his wooden shield slapped against the ground. A passing warrior shouted to the fallen man, but he waved her on, his expression more embarrassed than pained.


The rain hammered like the hard words of an angry lord, but it only made Raul more determined. This weather reminded him of winters in the Winding Vales, of the shutters banging on the old inn while familiar faces huddled by the fire, fields abandoned in favour of warmth and company. That was what he fought for. That made all the loss and pain worthwhile.


To his left, a wolf bounded across the open ground, straight toward the head of a seven-wagon convoy stretched out along a dirt road. A streak of grey fur and bared teeth, larger than any of the other wolves that lived in these woods, the archetypal nightmare of a wild beast. Something to cause alarm and confusion, to distract the convoy’s guards, to give Raul and the rest a few more moments before they were seen. Yasmi was truly giving one of her finest performances.


A horn blew from the lead wagon. From under the other canvas, drivers and guards poked their heads out, all looking toward that sound, toward the wolf, toward the front of the column, away from Raul. The whinnying of the horses and creaking of wheels was barely audible through the storm, but he could see the drivers hauling at the reins, wagons slowing, hooves and wheels slipping in the mud.


Almost there. Raul pushed himself to an extra burst of speed, waving his sword high, urging his companions on.


An archer stood on the board of the front wagon. Raul knew that he didn’t need to worry—it was nearly impossible to make a good shot in this rain, and Yasmi had planned her path to offer the worst possible target. Still, his chest tightened.


Then the flaps at the back of one of the wagons parted and a Dunholmi officer appeared, her blue tabard bearing the king’s white crown heraldry, a silver dagger hanging at her hip. She looked straight at Raul and snatched up a horn.


He hurled himself forward. Her cheeks bulged and a note blasted from the horn, a rich and piercing sound, more confident and compelling than the one blown before.


Too late to stop that, but too late for it to matter. Even as a pair of infantry came tumbling out of the rear wagon, Raul reached them. He let his momentum carry him straight into the nearest one, catching the man between his shield and the corner of the wagon. There was a crunch and a groan, then a crack as Raul’s pommel hit the side of the warrior’s head. As Raul moved on, the blue-clad body slumped into the current of muddy water running down the road.


“For Estis!” Raul bellowed, waving his sword high. Yasmi had been teaching him to project, and his voice carried through the wind and the clang of blades.


“A new moon rises!” some of the rebels yelled in response, but others were too caught up in the fighting, a ragtag band facing the Dunholmi fighting line.


The Dunholmi troops had abandoned the last three wagons and formed up near the middle of the convoy, spears raised like a thorn hedge. The officer was in the middle, sabre in one hand and shield in the other. Raul’s rebels stepped over the bodies of the isolated rear guards, blood running a red streak through the muddy stream of the road, and advanced toward that line. Caught up in the rush of battle, it took Raul a moment to realise that they were waiting for his command.


“Closer together!” he shouted. “I mean, form a shield wall!”


A rebel went down, run through as she advanced. The others drew together, trying to line up their shields, simple wooden boards with Raul’s dagger-pierced moon painted in a startling red. They hesitated as some of the Dunholmi spears rattled against their shields while others lunged high or low, aiming for legs and faces.


Raul stepped up to the line and placed his hand on the shoulder of Helvus, a devoted fighter who a month before had been a farmer and a weaver. The Dunholmi were professional soldiers, warriors paid to guard and to fight, to hold other people down hard and keep a grip on their land; women and men trained for war, who had been taught to form ranks and to stand their ground. Raul’s rebels weren’t soldiers—they had the bare minimum of training and the most basic sorts of weapons, desperation and determination the only things that had pushed them this far. Now that the momentum had faltered, they risked becoming lost.


That was why they needed a leader, a saviour, a chosen one. It was why they needed signs and prophecies. It was why they needed Raul.


He just wished he knew how to lead.


“We can do this.” Raul stepped in next to Helvus, who straightened, holding his shield higher. Other rebels looked at him uncertainly, waiting to see what came next.


Down the road there was howling, horses whinnying in fear, the twang of a bowstring through a brief lull in the wind. The Dunholmi soldiers advanced slightly, thrusting their spears at all angles. Raul channelled the tension from his chest into a sharp swing of his blade, a manoeuvre his father had taught him, to sweep a spear aside. Another spear slammed into his shield as he stepped forward, left a long pale scar as it slid across the wood. Then he was in among the Dunholmi, knocking one down, swinging his sword not to kill but to force an opponent back, opening a gap, making a moment of chaos that the rebels could use.


With a cry, they attacked. The two lines tumbled into each other, their neat imitation of a battlefield descending into something closer to a taproom brawl. Raul pushed his way to the centre of the crowd, batting away spears like they were nothing, focusing on getting to the officer. She was a pale woman with pale hair, muscular beneath her tabard and chainmail, her expression grim. When she saw him coming she raised her sabre, unfazed by his furious stare.


“You’re him, aren’t you?” she said, and Raul’s chest swelled with satisfaction. “The one they’ve been talking about.”


“My name is Raul Warborn,” he said. “Son of Princess Aemiria, heir to the throne of Estis.”


The lies barely caught in his throat anymore. The cause mattered more than the truth. He would make up for his deception once his homeland was free.


“Warborn?” The officer’s laughter was sharp as the blade that twitched toward Raul, probing for a way past his sword and shield. “You’ve got to be kidding.”


Raul blocked her sabre with his shield, then lunged toward her chest, forcing her back. She slid across the wet ground but kept both her balance and her poise. With her off hand, she drew a silver dagger, and raindrops shattered as they hit its charmed edge.


Raul advanced carefully, trying not to let the dagger distract him. He needed to be careful, that thing could cut through his pine shield like a butcher’s blade through fat. But if he paid it too much attention, he might give her an opening with her sabre or a chance to find a better position and then—


A spear lunged from his right, tearing through the canvas cover of a wagon. Raul lurched away from its steel tip, lost his footing, sank to one knee just out of the spear’s reach. Instinctively, he brought his shield up, catching the officer’s sabre as she charged, the momentum of her attack jarring his arm all the way up to the shoulder. She pivoted, her dagger a shining sliver of light against the grey day, arcing toward his neck. But Raul’s blade was moving too, and it was longer; he didn’t have as far to reach. The officer’s eyes went wide as her body’s momentum met the thrust of his blade. There was a popping, grating sound as Drusil’s simple, well-forged steel pierced chainmail, interlinked rings torn open and apart, followed by the wet sound of flesh. The officer gasped, the dagger fell from her hand, and the weight of her body slumped across Raul.


“Fuuuuck,” she groaned as blood streamed down his arm, a hot damp to counter the cold of the rain. Then she tipped sideways and fell into the mud with a splat, taking Raul’s sword with her. There was no dignity in death, but there could be revenge.


The spearman behind him, apparently one of the wagon drivers, leapt through the hole he’d torn in his canvas, lunging at Raul. Raul dodged the first blow, deflected the next one with his shield, and grabbed at the handle of his sword. But the blade was jammed between the officer’s ribs and the remains of her armour, the rain-slicked leather grip slipping through his fingers.


With a wordless cry, the driver drew his spear back, ready to run Raul through. A snarling shape bounded around the wagon and into him, bowling him over. Man and wolf rolled away from Raul, brown and red staining grey fur as Yasmi tore at the driver with her claws. The fresh, clear smell of the rain was fouled by the salt tang of blood and the stink of emptying bowels. Funny how Valens had never mentioned that detail in the stories he told Raul growing up. But then, the ugly truth wouldn’t have served his cause.


Raul grabbed the dead officer’s sabre. Half the soldiers were down and the rest were backing away along the road, abandoning their wagons.


“Helvus!” Raul shouted. “Get up into the middle wagon! Find that pay chest.”


“Yes, Raul,” the farmer shouted back, stowing his axe with a look of relief.


Raul took two careful steps toward Yasmi, who turned to face him with her long face tilted on one side. It was so much like facing a real dog that he reached out a hand as if to pat her, but she pulled her head back with a derisive snort. Raul would have blushed if his cheeks hadn’t been so cold.


“Remember the plan,” he said. “We need a different version of you now. I know you don’t like changing in front of people, but…”


One of Yasmi’s forepaws rose, brushing against the fur behind her ear. The paw kept moving forward, her face came with it, and her whole body twisted as she shifted into human form. In place of the wolf, a young woman crouched with a mask in her hand, strawberry-blond hair bound loosely back, the grey garb of a theatrical shifter plastered to her body with mud and rain.


“You take me to all the nicest places,” she said with a smile that might have become playful if the blood on her hands hadn’t grabbed her attention. She hooked the wolf’s face onto her belt along with her other masks, then brushed her fingers across the cloth at her hips with a look of disgust.


“We still need the ogre,” Raul said.


“Oh, do we?” She arched an eyebrow.


“Please?”


“Since you asked so nicely.” She picked out a warty green mask. “But don’t start thinking that you can give me orders just because everyone else expects it.”


“Is this the time to worry about manners?” Raul prodded one of the bodies with his toe, then immediately felt guilty. Bad enough that people were dying without him treating their remains like debris.


“‘There is no soul so wretched that vexed etiquette cannot make them worse,’” Yasmi recited. “Harnacht, act three of The Prince’s Lament. Though I’m not sure my own manners will survive what’s coming next.”


She pressed the ogre mask to her face and started to transform. Lithe limbs bulged and stretched. Her skin turned green, littered with warts and patches hard as scabs. Her hair became a dark, greasy mop framing a square face with teeth the shape and colour of granite tombstones. Within moments, Yasmi towered over Raul.


“Where?” she slurred in a voice like sludge.


Raul pointed to the middle wagon, where Helvus had slashed through a stretch of canvas and was rolling its remnants back from the wooden frame. Yasmi the ogre stomped over, her gnarled feet throwing up gouts of mud, and ripped away the wood. Her movements were slow and clumsy but had a power that reduced wrist-thick beams to splinters as easily as Raul would pick up a pen.


“I think it’s this one,” Helvus said, tapping a chest with his knife. The chest was oak planks bound in iron, with a padlock the size of a fist. Thick chains were wrapped around it in every direction and to the wagon’s base. If it had belonged to someone from Estis, a charm would have been carved into the wood around the lock, a mountain for endurance perhaps, or a maze on the lock to emphasise its complexity. But while plenty of ordinary Dunholmi used charms, and Raul had found them on some of the soldiers he’d fought, those in charge took a dim view of magic.


As thunder rumbled through the storm, Yasmi grabbed one of the chains in both warty hands and heaved. The links strained against each other, but they held. She clambered onto the wagon and took a firmer hold, one foot braced against the chest.


The rumbling grew louder. Raul jerked his head around to face the noise, and his hand tightened around the sabre as he saw what was coming.


“Cavalry!”


A dozen Dunholmi warriors wearing the white tree on bold blue of Count Alder were riding toward them. Their horses, leaner than a working farm horse but bulging with power, charged over a ridge and along the road, mud spraying from their hooves. The riders leaned forward, long spears couched under their arms, points extended. They galloped without reservation straight toward the convoy, spreading out as they went to become a deadly line of speed and shining steel.


Raul’s heart beat wildly—this wasn’t what was meant to happen. There hadn’t been anything in the omens he’d read this morning. Had he cast them wrong? Had he missed it? Were the signs too weak?


For just a moment, Raul wanted to stand his ground. That was what the heroes did in stories, stood and fought against the odds, and that was how they won. But this wasn’t a story; there were real lives at stake, brave people who had followed him on the promise that he knew what he was doing.


“We’ve got to go!” he shouted.


Most of them didn’t hesitate. Whether out of fear or loyalty, they ran from the wagons, up the slope toward the trees, toward cover that could break up a charge and stop the cavalry crushing them beneath their weight and momentum. But some of them stood their ground, axes raised, shield toward the onrushing enemy. A woman named Katia looked at Raul with disappointment.


“What happened to standing up against the Dunholmi?” she asked. “What happened to needing this gold?”


“None of that does any good if we die here,” Raul said, remembering the fight of another day, bodies sprawled across the flagstones of the palace in Pavuno, faces of friends stilled forever. “We can’t win now, but if we live, then maybe we can win next time.”


Katia glared at him, but her axe started to sag. Others looked doubtfully at the onrushing attack.


“I thought you were meant to be a hero,” she muttered.


Raul raised his voice. “Back to the woods! Everyone, now!”


There was a crack. Yasmi tossed away a broken chain, but the chest, a month’s pay for the occupying troops, was still chained to the wagon. With a roar of frustration, she grabbed it with both hands and heaved, but it wouldn’t come loose.


“Leave it!” Raul shouted. “Come on!”


Yasmi roared again and bared her teeth.


“I said leave it! This isn’t worth dying for.”


Despite those words, Yasmi still didn’t run. He couldn’t leave her, not until he was sure that she had listened and was coming with him, that her own natural obstinacy hadn’t mixed too badly with the stubborn solidity of the ogre.


The cavalry was almost to the convoy already. Half of them split off, trying to intercept Katia and other rebels on the way to the woods, while the rest galloped along the road, straight toward Raul.


With one last disgruntled rumbled, Yasmi’s ogre leapt down from the wagon, which shook at the sudden movement. One warty hand ran up behind her ear, the ogre’s face fell away, and the real Yasmi returned, her other hand already reaching for the wolf mask. Helvus jumped down beside her, eyes wide as he stared at the oncoming riders.


“Come on!” Raul shoved Helvus with his shield and started to run.


The slippery slope was harder going up than down, but they had a cobbler in the camp now, and the studs he’d put on Raul’s boots kept him from going face down in the grass. Helvus ran alongside him, arms swinging, legs rushing in frantic movement, already gasping for breath. After a moment, Yasmi streaked past, grey-furred limbs stretching as she bounded up the slope.


Some of the riders on the road headed for the wagons but three followed the fleeing rebels. Raul and his small group were caught between the riders ahead, who had missed the other rebels heading into the woods, and those behind. The riders at the tree line turned, spear tips gleaming, and a horse whinnied as it pawed the turf.


Yasmi howled. Horses bucked and twisted away as they saw her fearsome form. Some of the riders, more experienced or luckier in their steeds, held them in place, but others were carried in a panicked rush across the meadow.


Raul’s fear was rising as he heard hooves coming from behind, but he wouldn’t let that fear show. Not in front of Helvus and certainly not in front of the enemy. He raised his sword and shield, readying himself for one last desperate fight.


Two riders ahead of them still. Yasmi leapt at them. One rider tried to stab her with his spear, but his horse reared in fear at the wolf, flinging him from the saddle; he landed headfirst, neck at an angle no one could survive. As that horse raced away, Yasmi flung herself at the other, claws raking its side. The rider stabbed, Yasmi swerved, the horse whinnied and slipped across the slope, one leg giving way. Yasmi leapt again, roaring for effect, and the horse’s panicked lurch sent it rolling onto its back, across its rider, with a sickening crunch.


Raul’s heart was hammering and there was an ache in his side. His foot slipped and he twisted as his other foot came down, trying to keep upright, to keep moving. The hooves behind them kept thundering. The trees were close, but the enemy were closer.


He turned, raising his shield. A spear was hurtling toward him, too much power to be stopped, but that wasn’t the only option. He turned the shield to an angle and the spear glanced off it. A swing of his sword made the approaching horse swerve around him.


Then came a sound like a hog being butchered, the wet thud and a squeal of pain. The rider who turned might have missed Raul, but he left his spear behind, right through Helvus’s chest. Blood spurted along the shaft and dribbled from Helvus’s pale lips as he toppled over.


Raul felt the weight of his armour tightening around his chest, armour that Helvus hadn’t had, that wouldn’t have protected him even if he’d worn it. He felt the raindrops on his face, heard the silence where Helvus’s scream had been, and knew that one of them would never feel the rain again.


“Raul, come on!” Yasmi stood beneath the trees, wolf mask in hand, waving him on. More riders were coming, more cautious than these first two but no less deadly. He forced himself to look away from Helvus, to turn and run again up those last few strides, ducking to keep the branches out of his face. He got a dozen strides in, then turned and looked back.


The riders stopped at the edge of the trees. They were better armed than the rebels, better armoured, probably better trained. But they were used to fighting from horseback and there was no riding into woods like these. Some of them argued among themselves. One without a spear stared at Raul, who stared right back at her—her dark eyes bored into him with a stunning hatred. And beyond, Helvus’s life flowed back into the land from which he’d been born.


“Come on.” Yasmi spoke softly as she tugged at Raul’s arm. “The others are waiting for their leader. Unless you want them to wait until more Dunholmi arrive, you need to make your exit.”


“If I’d thought this through better, he’d still be alive,” Raul said. “If I’d paid attention to the sounds sooner. If I’d thought to warn him when—”


“If you keep doing that, you’re going to drive yourself insane.” She laid a hand on his shoulder. There was blood on her fingers, but at least it wasn’t their people’s blood. “You can’t control everything. Helvus knew the risks.”


“I thought I knew the risks! I looked for the signs! I thought we’d only have to deal with the wagon guards. But I must have cast the entrails wrong, and now it’s all on me.”


“That’s the problem, Raul. You’re taking this all on yourself, and you’re expecting too much. You’re going to make mistakes, what matters is that you keep making the world better.”


“Try telling that to Helvus.”


The worst of it was that there was a way he could have done better. With the right tutor, an experienced diviner to teach him and help him, he wouldn’t have missed this. But that meant working with Prisca and he… he just couldn’t. Had he got a man killed by being as stubborn as she was? That thought left him feeling even more sick.


The Dunholmi had finished their discussion. One of them turned to gallop away, flinging up clods of dirt from the waterlogged ground. The others started dismounting.


“I know you don’t feel much like a hero right now,” Yasmi said. “But that’s exactly who the others need to see. So unless you’re planning to give up on this whole mad endeavour…” She paused for a heartbeat, and in that moment her words felt almost like a request, a plea for a different life. Then her expression hardened. “Then you need to get back into character and give them the show they’re after. Remember, today you’re not Raul of High Cross. You’re Raul Warborn, saviour of Estis, King Balbianus reborn, and that man does not have doubts.”


Raul nodded, took a deep breath, rolled his shoulders back into the confident posture she’d taught him.


“One last touch of drama.” Yasmi flicked her fingers, leaving a spatter of blood across his cheek. “Now go lead us home.”


With a stride that left no room for halt or hesitation, Raul headed deeper into the woods. As he approached, some of the rebels watched him warily, while others cheered half-heartedly. They’d lost friends today and they hadn’t got what they’d come for. He was going to have to do a lot better if he wanted to stop this rebellion from falling apart.














Chapter Two


A Pit in Your Guts


Yasmi stalked back and forth across the sunlit clearing, fingers tapping against the masks on her belt. Acting came so naturally to her, she found it difficult to put the technique into words or explain how it worked to someone else. Usually, Tenebrial provided the words for her performances, every last syllable clear and evocative. She could declaim any of a thousand speeches from a hundred plays by heart, but explaining how she gave them was another matter.


“Imagine there’s a pit,” she said, “deep down in your guts. You’re going to draw air down until that pit bulges like a brewer’s belly, and then you’re going to fill every last word with that breath. Understand?”


Raul shifted from one foot to the other, dead oak leaves crunching under his muddy boots. How could someone so tall, his tunic straining at the muscles inside, manage to seem so small?


“I think so,” he said.


“Then try it.”


She settled on a fallen tree trunk, one leg crossed over the other, brass bangles chiming as she laid her hands in her lap and watched him expectantly.


“It’s not easy with you watching,” he said, running a hand through his hair. He managed to look good while looking like he’d come straight from hay baling. The boy was infuriating.


“People are watching you all the time. That’s what this is all about—helping you create a better impression.”


Gods knew he needed it. While she might find him delightful, other people were less easily impressed by an unknown young man claiming the right to run the kingdom. He’d done well enough when Prisca’s plans gave him a structure to work within, but now they were cut loose, relying on Raul’s skills as a leader and orator, and stumbling rural charm wasn’t enough to motivate a full-blown rebellion.


“It’s just…” He looked at the trampled grass around his feet, one hand pressed against the back of his neck. “Performing for you is different.”


Gods preserve her, was he blushing? And was that a treacherous heat creeping up her own cheeks?


Since when had she started acting like a little girl? If she wanted, she could go over to him, make an excuse of tidying that hair, let her hand linger on his cheek on the way down, lean in a little closer. They’d come close before, why not now? Didn’t they deserve some entertainment better than weak beer and peasant songs around a campfire?


But before he’d just been Raul, the innkeeper’s son, a country lad whose biggest responsibility was shovelling shit out of the stables. Now he was Raul, warrior, prophet, the last great hope of a kingdom. More importantly, he was the leading man in the most difficult and most important production she’d ever been a part of. Her mother had told her, before Yasmi was old enough for the lesson, that she should never screw anyone she would share a stage with because it could ruin their chemistry. And right now, the whole kingdom was their stage.


Still, that hair…


She jumped to her feet and clapped her hands together, frightening off a nearby pair of crows.


“Imagine that your audience are squirrels,” she said, waving her arm. “Those ones in the pine over there. Without moving from where you are, you need to give that speech loud enough to move them.”


“The squirrels?” He smiled. She did her best to ignore it. Her fingers found the wolf mask on her belt, and that gave her strength. The wolf would never be flustered, never pause, never back down. She would be as clear and certain as the wolf.


“That’s right, the squirrels. I’ve performed for nobility.” She tapped her chest. “But you…” She prodded him, then took a step back, arms folded. “You need an audience to match your talents. So, squirrels.”


“All right.”


He turned his attention away from her and planted his feet in a steady stance. His chest swelled, his mouth opened wide, and he spoke.


“‘A dagger in the moonlight,’” he proclaimed. One of the squirrels looked around, but the other was busy with an acorn. “‘Not how a king should slide from this world.’” He seemed to swell and his voice grew louder, calling out Balbianus’s final speech from The True and Tragic History. Now both squirrels were looking, tails twitching in agitation. “‘But if my people’s fate hangs on one last slip of my wrist, then let me buy their lives with mine.’”


He punctuated the last words with a fist slammed against his chest. The squirrels leapt off their branch and away, disappearing up the tree.


“I did it!” He turned to her, beaming wide, not the proud monarch anymore but not the hunched and nervous youth either. “See, I can be an actor!”


He swept her up in his arms and swung her around, the two of them laughing. Maybe she wasn’t such a bad teacher, though he’d need a few more lessons to give that speech real punch.


“Not an actor,” she said as he set her down. “An orator, and a prince.”


“Hm.” His expression grew serious, but at least he held her gaze. “You’re right. I need to be more careful what I say.”


She took a step away from him, her back straightening. This was why things were how they were; too much at stake for either of them to let down their defences, or to take time for themselves. And much as she missed the carefree parts of her old life, she’d chosen this. She was doing something that mattered, something real, and she was going to do it well.


“What you did just now, try it next time you’re addressing the troops.”


“Yes, Yasmi.”


“And practice it when you get a chance.”


“Yes, Yasmi.”


“And don’t you keep placating me with ‘yes, Yasmi,’ I’m not your mother.”


The words tasted like dirt before they were even out of her mouth. It had been an instinctive retort, but she of all people should have known better than to use it on him. Nothing could be worse than her loss, but Prisca’s betrayal of her adopted son came close.


“I’m sorry.” She hung her head.


“Don’t be.” He touched her on the chin, and when she looked up there was only sadness in his eyes. “You’re not the one who hurt me.”


“Have you heard from her?”


He shook his head. “If I did, I’d tell you.”


“You don’t have to.”


“Of course I do! You’re my best friend and closest lieutenant.”


“Lieutenant?” She headed for the path back down the valley, and he fell into step beside her, their footsteps and their words falling into a familiar, easy rhythm.


“Would you prefer deputy?” he asked in a playful tone. “Assistant, perhaps?”


“Definitely not assistant. That makes me sound like I clear up after you, and you can deal with your own sweaty shirts.”


“Aide-de-camp?”


“Too fancy.”


“Trusty right hand?”


“You’ve been watching too many plays.”


“Whose fault is that?”


They walked on in comfortable quiet for a while. They always took their rehearsals well away from the rebel camp. While some of Raul’s followers must understand that there was art behind what he did, it wouldn’t be helpful for any of them to see how the stage was set.


Despite their reputation for desolation, life teemed in the foothills of the Winter Ridge Mountains. Doves cooed in the treetops. Mice and voles scurried between the roots. Elk watched the passersby from between the trees. Through a gap in the canopy, a kite was framed against a sky clear as ice.


“I wish I hadn’t lost my temper,” Raul said, subdued.


It took Yasmi a moment to realise what he meant.


“It wasn’t your fault,” she said, laying a hand on his arm. “After what she did, Prisca deserved every word.”


“She’s my mother.”


“And she raised you in a lie.”


“So did Da.”


“He has the good grace to regret it. Prisca wouldn’t understand another person’s feelings if you screamed them into her face.”


“I suppose.” He kicked a stick into the undergrowth and a startled fox scurried away.


“Don’t waste your guilt on her; all she’d do is turn it into a lever against you.”


“It’s not just that. She has contacts all over the country. We need people, weapons, armour, food. She could have helped.”


“And would you have trusted her to use those contacts?” Yasmi tensed as she thought about what Prisca had done to Raul, raising him into a tool of her political schemes. It was like something out of Tenebrial’s plays. No one deserved to be treated like that, and no one should get away with it. When she spoke again, it was through clenched teeth. “Could you have trusted her?”


Raul’s face crumpled. There was a hardness in his eyes that she didn’t like to see, but that she needed him to have in moments like this.


“No.” He jerked his head from side to side. “Never again.”


“There you go, then. You’re better off without her. We all are.” She touched his arm again. “And I know what you’re going to say, but a real mother doesn’t act like that.”


“Thank you.” He looked up and around. “Is that an eagle?”


She followed his gaze. A shape was moving across the sky, but at this distance it was just another dark spot to her.


“How can you tell?”


“The wings, and the way it moves. It’s like…” He hesitated. “I don’t know how to explain, it’s just one of those things. If you grow up around farmers, you learn to tell one bird from another. Which ones might eat the grain, which ones might kill the chickens, which ones you can catch and eat.”


“Even I know you can’t eat an eagle.”


“We’ll make a farmer out of you yet.”


“Urgh, I’d rather be an aide-de-camp.”


Trails of grey trickled up through the trees ahead of them, smoke from cooking fires and Drusil’s new smithy, its scent at odds with the clear smells of a woodland on the cusp of winter. Voices reached them too, the indistinct ripple of conversation mingling with birdsong and rustling trees. One of those voices rose above the rest, a rich, strong tone punching through the surrounding sounds.


“Sounds like my father’s also practising his projection,” Yasmi said.


“That’s no speech,” Raul said. “He’s calling for us.”


Sure enough, their names rang out, Efron Dellest’s voice sharpened with urgency.


Hairs rose on the back of Yasmi’s neck. Was someone hurt? Had the Dunholmi found them?


She took off at a sprint, straight through the branches and brambles that fell across the path. Raul ran beside her, and then ahead, his longer legs giving him an edge. She reached for the wolf mask, but they were so close that stopping to shift would only slow her down.


The two of them dashed out of the woods, past the stumps of recently felled trees, onto the open ground beside a river where the rebels had made their temporary home. With its huts of uneven timbers and tree houses on the steeper slopes, it formed an idyllic image of a peaceful woodland village. There was a carpenter, a smithy, a few children at play, even a temple to Yorl and a small cairn for the local gods by the riverbank. If she’d wanted to paint a backdrop for a fairy town, she could have drawn on this scene, but even its calm beauty couldn’t halt her current dread.


Despite her fears, there were no blue-clad warriors galloping up the trail, no clang of steel. The closest thing to combat was a group of actors and assorted volunteers in the small meadow on the far bank, practising manoeuvres with wooden swords and broom handle spears.


Yasmi’s father rushed up the dirt trail toward them, his house robes loose around him, moustache flapping as he called out.


“There you are!” He flung his arms wide. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”


Those robes were faded and threadbare, their ancient embroidery unravelling—that was why they’d been demoted from the costume box to casual clothes. But they looked even more sorry now, a wet stain down one side, a loose hem trailing in the mud.


“What’s the matter, Efron?” Raul asked. “Has something happened to one of the patrols?”


Patrols. He really did sound like a general.


“It’s your father, my boy,” Efron said, seizing Raul’s hands with a look of dramatic intensity. “He’s lost his mind.”


“Lost his mind?”


“To drink!”


Yasmi took a deep breath. She was going to have words with her father about this need to squeeze drama from every moment.


“Not again.” Raul clenched his jaw.


“‘Again and again, like the swine that returns to his ditch, once more to—’”


“Now’s not the time for your Prince Patetchy,” Yasmi said. “Is he at your house?”


“In the common shelter,” Efron said with a pout, then kept on muttering. “My Patetchy was renowned all the way to the Golden Ocean.”


With a great effort of will, she ignored him and hurried after Raul.


The common shelter was the simplest construction in their whole improvised settlement, and the most important. Made from overlapping sheets of canvas stretched on ropes between the trees, it provided a heart for a community trying to find its way of living. There, people gathered to cook and eat shared meals, to plan raids against the occupiers, to share drinks at the end of a long, hard day. Without even walls to keep the wind out, it didn’t hold back the elements as well as their homes, but the fire in the centre provided one sort of warmth while constant company provided another.


As they approached, a murmur of voices came from the shelter. Some people were moving away, frowning as they went, while other lurked at its edges, watching. They quickly parted when they saw Raul coming.


“Get off me!” a voice boomed from under the shelter. “I can do this.”


There were rows of benches under the canvas and tables between them. At one of the tables near the fire, people sat stiffly across from each other, some of them looking at the big man who stood at the head of the table, the others at the table between them. With one arm, he was waving a ladle, spattering people halfway across the tent. His other arm was grappling with a large iron pot, stew spilling over its lip as it tilted at an awkward angle. He tried to grip it between that arm and his body, a task made more difficult by the leather-wrapped stump where his right hand would have been.


“What are you doing, Da?” Raul asked, approaching the table like a farmer might approach a frightened lamb. There was something touching yet faintly ridiculous about seeing him approach Valens in this way, treating the vast, scarred veteran, a man built for fighting, like he might turn and run.


“’M helping,” Valens said, louder than he needed to. “I can do that.”


“That’s good.” Raul moved slowly around the table while Yasmi held back. There were things Raul could get away with that no one else could, especially where his father was concerned.


“I can,” Valens insisted. “Can’t I?”


The people at the table didn’t meet his gaze. Most of them were looking at their empty bowls and the food spilled between them.


Pressing the iron pot between his arm and his belly, Valens stepped back from that table and staggered toward the next one. After three steps, the pot, greased with stew down the side, slipped from his grip and hit the ground with a clang, its contents pouring into the dirt. A woman in an apron glared pointedly from behind the pots bubbling over the fire.


“I’ll get another,” Valens said, waving his ladle at the people waiting to eat. “You sit there. I’m here to help.”


He wheeled unsteadily around, but by now Raul was between him and the cook. Valens paused, staring at his son. Muscles like mountains slumped, his stew-stained shirt sliding down.


“Raul,” he mumbled. “I can help, I promise. Gimme a chance.”


“Of course you can, Da,” Raul said. “But there are other people to help here. You need to come with me and Yasmi and help us with something else.”


“Yeah.” Valens tossed the ladle down on a table. “Yeah, I’ll do that.” He looked around, drunkenly trying to catch the eye of any of the rebels. “See, my son needs me.”


He turned and stumbled. Raul darted in under one arm as Yasmi grabbed the other, wrapping it around her shoulders. Smells of stale sweat and bad booze made her gag. Valens’s bulk staggered her, but she gritted her teeth and kept her feet.


“Fucking thing!” Valens kicked the fallen pot with an almighty clang. Despite its weight, it went flying across the tent, scattering observers. Valens’s arm tightened around Yasmi, but he didn’t even gasp at the pain that must have caused in his foot.


Together, Yasmi and Raul steered Valens out of the shelter and past the small temple. It was nothing like the ornate stone edifice to Yorl in Pavuno, but it wasn’t like the small roadside shrines either, stacks of rocks or simple carvings where offerings were left for local gods. This was a place for people who didn’t have much but who needed to believe that someone was on their side.


“Idiot,” Valens mumbled as they staggered past an image of Yorl, his arm heavy across Yasmi’s shoulder. “How you gonna watch over anyone with one eye, huh?”


He tried to kick one of the offerings on the steps, but Raul steered him away and down a dirt track between the trees.


“You can’t talk like that, Da.”


“Why not? You think Yorl was watching when the Dunholmi came? You think Avgar guided us to this hole in the dirt?” Valens snorted. “At least Loftus is still having a laugh.”


Yasmi couldn’t help smiling at that, despite Raul’s frown. Any travelling player made small offerings to local gods, in the same way that they respected the lords of lands where they played and spoke highly of innkeepers however dreadful their ale. But travelling meant you didn’t get attached to the gods of any country, town, or track. The names of the divine were as much for taking in vain as they were for praising on festival days.


Efron scurried ahead to the hut he and Valens shared. He pushed its door open and stood with a brittle smile as they manoeuvred Valens up to the door.


“’M fine,” Valens muttered, stopping to lean against the doorway. “Just tired.”


“My dear, you are drunk as a duke,” Efron declared. “And not for the first time this week.”


“You always said I should indulge more.”


“I… Yes, you’re right, I said that you should enjoy life. But is this enjoyment, eating until you groan and then drinking until you collapse?”


Valens flopped onto the edge of a bed and the wooden frame creaked under him. He stared at the floor, his shaved head hanging, fingers running across the leather that protected his stump. Sadness swelled in Yasmi. Valens had never been the life of the party, but he’d been solid as stone, a presence with the weight to anchor the world. The change she’d hoped for was that he could relax at last after a long life of hardships, so that he and her father could make each other happy. No one would wish for this.


“Don’t deserve to enjoy myself.” Valens waved his stump at Raul. “Failed you. Failed Fabia. Failed everyone.”


“You didn’t fail me, Da.” Raul crouched in front of him, looking up to try to catch his father’s eye.


“I did worse! I lied to you, all for… for… for…” Valens pressed his hand against his eyes. “Fabia died for the plan, and I fucked it up.”


“It was a fucked-up plan.” Yasmi was surprised by her own vehemence, and so were the others, judging by the way they turned to her, but at least it got Valens to raise his head and meet her gaze. She tempered her tone, forced herself to treat it as one more performance. “But you did it for good reasons, and you’re trying to do better now. That counts for a lot.”


“Failing to do better.” Valens waved his stump. “’M not even a whole man.”


“’Course you are,” Raul said softly. “Would you say I was less of a man if I lost a hand or a foot?” He tapped Valens’s chest. “It’s what’s in here that counts.”


“’S even worse. Eighteen rotten years. Fake life. Fake sword. Fake prophecy. I did that.”


Raul’s eyes narrowed. If this had been different, if Efron had been the one who’d lied to Yasmi her whole life, then she wouldn’t have stood for any of this self-pity. She would have let him know exactly how rotten he was, and sometime after, when the heat of fury and shame subsided, they would have found a way back to each other. But what Raul and Valens had was more fragile than that, so he took a deep breath and squeezed his father’s remaining hand.


“That’s in the past,” Raul said.


“’S not.” Valens shook his head, the movements loose and slow as his slurred words. “She’s out there, scheming.” He looked up at Raul. “You’ll see, she’ll find a way to ruin everything.”


Looking at Valens’s stew-stained shirt, the mess he’d left around his home, the sadness on Efron’s face, it seemed like Valens was ruining things perfectly well himself. Still, he was right. The more their rebellion grew, the more the prospect of Prisca’s return loomed over them, a shadow that threatened to blot out the light of Raul’s achievements. Prisca might be on their side in theory, another rebel against the occupiers, but she’d brought danger down upon the acting troupe and their fine theatre, wrecked Raul’s joyful spirit, and nearly got half the people there killed. The person who’d kept rebellion alive was the one most likely to poison it.


“We’ll deal with her when we see her,” Raul said. “Right now, you need to dunk yourself in the river, put on some clean clothes, and rest for the day.


“I want to be useful.” Valens sounded plaintive as a child.


“And you will be.” Raul spoke firmly as he rose. “Tomorrow, once you’ve slept this off.”


He walked out of the hut and Yasmi went with him, leaving Efron to deal with the next steps. Sunlight shone on them through bare branches of ancient oaks as they headed slowly back toward the river.


Raul stopped at the edge of the woods and ran a hand across his face.


“Can I help?” Yasmi asked, and inside she was begging him to say yes. The boy needed something—a friend to talk to, a shoulder to cry on, a drinking buddy, a quick fumble in the back of the theatre wagon, anything to ease the tension. Seeing him like this hurt her, just like seeing Valens hurt him.


And just like Valens, he didn’t know how to let go.


“I should…” He hesitated, not quite looking at her but not stepping away.


“Yes?” She reached out a hand and his trembling fingers inched toward hers.


In the distance, someone was shouting his name. She kept her eyes on him, trying to hold him in the moment, but it was gone.


“I should go see what they’re yelling about.”
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Even before he reached the storehouse, Raul could hear trouble coming. Voices ragged with anger and rising louder with each moment. A small crowd of rebels had gathered around two figures standing in the doorway, glaring and shouting over one another. Biallo, one of the star actors of Efron’s troupe, and Katia, a former weaver who’d been on the failed treasure raid. Vegetables lay scatted across the ground, and they were both tugging at a torn burlap sack.


“What’s the matter?” Raul asked as he stepped up between them.


“She’s stealing supplies!” Biallo yelled, to indignant calls from the crowd.


“It’s not stealing,” Katia snapped. “I helped gather them, and that makes them as much mine as anyone else’s.”


As many people cheered for Katia’s words as sounded support for Biallo. Around the edges, some of them started shoving one another.


“Stop that!” Raul pulled two of them apart, then looked back over his shoulder at Katia. “Why do you need the food at all? Ellena’s cooking tonight.”


“We won’t be here tonight. We’re leaving, and we’re taking our share of food for the road.”


“We?” Raul’s heart sank. “Who’s we?”


The crowd shuffled and split. A dozen rebels stood behind Katia, and as they looked at Raul their expressions ranged from embarrassment to hostility. Some of them were people he’d personally recruited to fight against the Dunholmi. All of them had seemed committed to the cause.


“But why?” he asked, shoulders drooping.


“Why do you think?” Katia asked. “This whole rebellion’s a disaster. All we’ve done is burn a few isolated outposts, and now half the armies of Dunholm are chasing us around the hills.”


“It takes time to change things.”


“We’ve been here for months and the only thing that’s changed is we’ve got hungrier.”


“We can fix that.”


“What, by robbing another wagon? Ask Helvus how well that worked out.”


Raul hung his head. She was right, he’d put so much hope on that attack and it had been a failure, nothing to show for it but wounds and empty spaces around the campfire.


“We’ll get better at this,” he said. “With practice and… and…”


When princes were motivating their people in the plays, they always had at least three things, three reasons for hope or courage or determination. He’d got stuck at one, and now the trailing end of a failed thought hung in the air, a failure of its own.


“Practice?” Katia snorted. “Fat lot of good that’ll do. We’re not warriors. We weren’t raised to fight like the riders of Dunholm.”


“You’re learning. You’re getting better, all of you.”


“Us? What about you? You’re the one who planned that fuck-up the other day.” Katia yanked the sack out of Biallo’s hands and knelt down, picking up fallen vegetables and flinging them in. “This isn’t worth throwing away lives for.”


Raul gritted his teeth. How could she not understand? She had once, he was sure, or she wouldn’t have been here, none of them would, but the enthusiasm they’d brought at the start was fading away and he didn’t know how to fix it.


“We have to fight,” he said. “Otherwise we’ll spend our lives in fear of the Dunholmi, not free to run our country for ourselves.”


“Easy for you to say, Prince Raul.” Katia straightened to face him. “We win, you get a kingdom out of this, but what do we get? A different ruler and hoping that you’re better than the governor was? I’m not risking my life for that anymore.”


Raul looked down at his hands. He couldn’t argue with this. If he saw the world the way she did, he would have left himself.


Katia slung the sack over her shoulder and stomped away. Most of the people who had stood behind her followed, though a few lingered uncertainly, and one even went to stand by Biallo.


“It’s not that we don’t want this,” one of the waverers said, and his voice was a plea begging for something that Raul couldn’t provide. “It’s just…”


“I understand.” Raul took a deep breath, tried to release the disappointment in himself. “Yorl watch over you on your journey.”


The man hung his head, purposefully not looking Raul in the eye.


“And you.”


Then they were gone.














Chapter Three


The Worst Person


Valens groaned and rolled over, trying to bury his face in the blankets and the musty straw underneath, away from the bright light cutting through the cracks in the shutters. He used to drink any other warrior under the table and still fight at dawn. Now he’d be lucky if he could stand up straight before lunch. Dawn dragged him up despite that fact, habit like an officer booting him awake.


With a groan, he rolled over and brought his hand to the splitting pain in his head. Instead of rough fingers, smooth leather pressed his furrowed brow. He opened sticky eyes and stared at the place where a jet mourning ring should have been, smooth and black and solid against the softness of flesh. By the time he wore that ring, his hard-drinking nights had been behind him, but its coolness still brought comfort if he caught a fever or woke sweating with memories of Pavuno’s fall. He’d promised Fabia’s memory that he’d wear that ring until his dying day, and in return he’d got a small degree of comfort when he viewed it upon his finger.


But there was no comfort anymore.


He pushed aside the blankets and stood shivering in the gloom of the hut. The ashes in the hearth were cold and grey. After years on the road, getting up and out each morning, Efron never thought to bank the fire, and Valens didn’t remember coming in the previous night. He sniffed his shirt, smelling stale stew and bile. Broken memories tumbled through his mind, gouging his heart with their sharp corners.


More apologies to make. More people he’d disappointed, over and over.


He fumbled his way out of the shirt and tossed it into a corner. Goosebumps prickled his skin as the crisp winter morning chased away the remaining fuzz of sleep, leaving behind the stabbing pain in his head, the empty ache in his belly, the thickness in his throat. From the bed, Efron mumbled something without really waking and pulled the blankets closer around him. That made Valens smile, for a moment at least.


There were clean clothes in the trunk at the bottom of the bed, but a deep breath told Valens that he needed to clean his body first. As quietly as he could, not wanting to disturb Efron or to have to face him yet, he bundled up trousers, shirt, tunic, boots, and belt, then eased the door open and crept out.


It was even colder outside the hut, his breath frosting white like the tips of the grass. He forced his shoulders down, ordered his body not to shiver, and strode naked through the trees, twigs cracking and fallen leaves crunching beneath bare feet. Some others were up already. They nodded to Valens as he passed, but no one tried to talk to him. Somehow, their paths always carried them away, whatever direction they’d been heading in before. He didn’t blame them; he would have avoided himself if he could.


The scent of fresh-baked bread wafted from the ovens someone had built out of riverbank clay. Valens’s mouth watered, though his stomach growled uncertainly and bile rose in his throat. Empty as he was, eating didn’t seem a good idea yet, especially not if it meant facing people. The pain stabbed sharp through his head, and he wanted to rub at the spot where it came, but his hand was busy carrying clothes and he couldn’t bear the thought of the leather-covered stump’s touch. Instead, he marched faster through the village, out to the riverbank, flung his clothes down, yanked the leather cap off his wrist, and hurled himself into the current.


The shock of cold chased away all other sensations—pain, hunger, even shame. He burst from the surface gasping like a newborn baby, then sank back down. No need to scrub when the fierce current of the waterlogged hills and the shivering of his body would shake the grime away. He swam partway up the river and back down again. He’d never been a strong swimmer, and his missing hand made his movements lopsided, but those movements were getting better. At least, Efron told him they were, but Efron was a professional liar with an interest in keeping Valens happy.


Even a warrior who’d spent whole winters on the march could only take so much cold. When his teeth grew so gritted he thought they might seize in place, Valens climbed onto the bank, wiped off what water he could, and reached for his trousers. Ellena, one of the camp’s cooks, walked past. He’d noticed her enjoying the sight of him before, but today she strode past with pinched lips and he looked away quickly, shoulders hunched, fumbling with his clothes.


Gods be damned, every little thing was a trial now. Even pulling on his tunic or fastening his belt, movements he’d taken for granted his whole life, became a battle between him and the stump. He cursed and fumed, glaring at anyone who came close, until he was at least into his clothes. Tying laces was a thing of the past, and he’d be damned if he asked Efron to do them for him, so he stuffed their ends inside the boots instead. That would never do for a long march, but who was going to send a drunken, crippled has-been on one of those?


The pain had receded a bit, and the ache in his stomach was hunger now. Going to the shared shelter would be hard, but it wouldn’t be the first time he’d mumbled apologies over breakfast. It was the quickest way to knock off the dirty scab and let the wound bleed itself clean. He took a deep breath and headed for the large canvas awning, but something stopped him in his place.


A familiar figure was approaching the rebel village, striding confidently up the riverside trail. She wore a simple tunic and trousers, a tinker’s pack on her back, and carried a walking staff with a jagged lump of flint bound into the top.


“No,” Valens hissed, and stomped down the track toward her. “No you fucking don’t.”


Some others had noticed who was coming, and Prisca’s name rattled around the village like bare branches in the wind. Biallo, one of the actors, ducked out from the central shelter and ran off down a track, probably to fetch Raul. If Valens had his way, his son wouldn’t be needed.


“Don’t you come a step closer,” he said, planting his feet wide across the path. He didn’t have a weapon to rest his hand on, so let his arms hang loose, fist clenching and unclenching, as clear as he could be.


Prisca Servita stopped and raised an eyebrow, an extra angle in her sharp face.


“Good morning, Valens. You look like shit.”


“And you are a shit. Now fuck off.”


“You used to show some respect for ministers of the crown.”


“You used to deserve it. Or that’s what I thought.”


“Well, that doesn’t matter.” She shrugged. “You’ll doubtless be staggered to hear that I haven’t come to exchange pleasantries with the face of stubborn defiance. I’ve come to talk with Raul.”


“Our son doesn’t need you.”


“Don’t you think that’s for him to decide?”


“What I think…” Valens walked slowly toward her. His fist wasn’t unclenching now. “… is that you got Fabia killed, then kidnapped and maimed a baby, and lied to the whole world to get what you want.”


“You were part of it.” She looked up at him, and her lack of fear only made his fury worse. “Just because you’ve become too weak to see this through doesn’t mean that… that…” Her voice trailed off and she looked away for a moment, her gaze following the reeds swaying by the river. Then she blinked and looked back at him. “Your change of heart does nothing to absolve you of your part. If anything, it makes it worse. I still think our actions will contribute to a greater good. You just did what you were told because you didn’t know any better.”


Valens raised his fist. Inside, he was trembling, but his fingers were steady as steel, inching a knife’s width at a time toward her throat.


“I could kill you right now.”


“Go on, then.”


She tugged down the neck of her tunic and stared straight into his eyes. He should do it—make the world a safer place, save Raul from whatever poison she was going to drip in his ear. But they’d lived together for eighteen years, an imitation of family that ended up feeling real. While he might hate her, she really was a minister of the crown, or had been, and obedience was the drumbeat of Valens’s heart.


“How’s the other hand?” she asked coldly.


Now his fingers trembled, so close he almost touched her throat. For the first time, her eyes darted down, uncertain. Then they met his again, two shards of flint.


“What happened to the ring, do you think?” she asked. “Part of Count Alder’s collection, a souvenir of our defeat? I can’t see anyone else claiming it.”


He took a deep breath. He could do this. A simple blow straight to her throat, crush fragile old bone and let her choke on her final words. Or knock her down and grab a rock, beat out those brains she was so proud of. One breath, one blow, that was all it would take.


“At least you get your actor now.” She looked away. “What’s his name again?”


“You know,” he growled. Then he noticed the way her gaze had softened, drifting off toward the trees. “Or do you?”


“Hm?” She looked back, eyes narrowing. “I do what?”


He laughed bitterly and took a step back.


“I don’t need to kill you. The magic’s already doing it.”


“I don’t know what you mean.”


“Did you forget you told me, or do you think I’m too stupid to see the signs?”


She kept her face straight, but now that he was paying attention, he noticed the whiteness of her fingers around her staff, gripping tight like it was the only way to stop them from trembling. He hadn’t sunk so far that her sickness made him happy, but there was satisfaction to it.


He turned his back on her, his one hand bunched into a fist. “Follow me. Raul can kick you out himself.”


The pain in his head hadn’t gone, but there wasn’t such a weight of misery pressing down. At least with Prisca around, he wouldn’t be the worst person in camp.
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Count Brennett Alder crouched by the side of a backcountry track, a dagger in his hand. There were no proper roads out here, something he should fix when he had the time, and the early winter rains had turned the trail into thick mud that would put both horse and rider at risk as hooves slipped through at a gallop. Between that, the nearby forest, and the distance from the nearest outpost, it had been a smart place for the rebels to attack.


“My lord, do we need to linger?” Ketley Tur’s voice was even more whiny than usual. He clutched his cloak tight around himself with a look of abject misery. “Surely there’s little to be learned from mud.”


“I’m not interested in the mud,” Alder said.


He’d finally found the thing that had caught his eye as they rode in and hooked it out of the ooze with the point of his dagger. A medallion in the shape of a bear gleamed as it caught the light while mud dripped from its broken leather cord. He held it up and one of his chosen stepped forward, holding out his hand to let Alder drop the object in the palm of a leather riding glove.


“A charm,” Tur said in a tone of disgust.


“Obviously,” Alder said. “And equally obviously it was lost in the attack on our pay wagon, probably by one of these North March rebels. Something for strength?”


“Perhaps, my lord,” Tur said in the uncertain tone that was a close as the chamberlain came to challenging his superiors. He waved a stick-thin finger at the overgrown slopes around them. “Though out here, it might be about summoning endurance and the ability to survive in the wild. This is part of their deceitful ways, slippery signs that have one meaning in a moment and a different one in the next, a way of hiding their intentions.”


“Sounds like you’ve been studying magic, Tur.”


“My lord, I swear, it’s just to understand the enemy.” Tur took a step back, hand clutched to his chest. “I would never—”


He slipped on the grass at the edge of the track, wobbled, waved his arms wildly, would have fallen if one of Alder’s warriors hadn’t grabbed him and wrenched him upright.


Alder strode up the slope toward the trees, accompanied by two more of his company, their footsteps heavy with purpose, heads turning to watch for danger. He had no real worries about Tur turning native—the man feared magic even more than he feared failing his superiors—but keeping him on edge brought out an extra effort.


The meadow’s sward was broken near the tree line, stretches of grass churned where a horse fell. Smaller gouges showed where hooves had hammered the hardest, and there were trampled traces of what might have been footprints, though there was no certainty with signs like that in this weather, especially not days after the attack.


Still…


“Captain Brook!” he shouted.


Behind him, reins jingled as someone dismounted. The patrols up here muffled the metal of their chainmail and harness, to avoid being heard, but that wasn’t how a count and his guard should travel.


Alder peered into the woods. The trees were mostly pines or something like them, though a few oaks and maples stood bare-branched, as exposed as the woods would be back home. The undergrowth looked thinner further in and broken by what might have been an animal trail, but might equally have marked the rebels’ passage.


Footsteps came to a stop beside him.


“My lord?”


Captain Brook was the most ordinary-looking woman Alder had ever met. Average height, average build, muscled well enough for fighting but not enough to become freakish, like that rebel from the raid on the palace. Like many of his chosen, her skin was the soft brown of the eastern plains and deltas, and her hair was cut short for soldiering. But Alder wouldn’t have emerged from the shadow of his father’s setbacks if he couldn’t tell the character beneath the clothes.


“You’ve spent time in the highland garrisons,” he said. “What do you think of their escape route?”


Brook’s eyes were still as she stared into the woods. Water dripped from branches and a horse snorted as it pawed the ground down by the trail. Overhead, an eagle shrieked and then dropped into a hunter’s dive.


“Unless they doubled back, there are two or three ways they could go,” Brook said, pointing. “North to skirt around that peak, or west, which might take them to the Alesia River. We can check the maps of the North March at Fort Ironhold and see where the mostly likely routes are from there.”


Alder didn’t bother asking about tracking their prey; Brook’s silence confirmed his own suspicion that it was too late.


He whirled around and strode back down the slope, Captain Brook and Alder’s personal guards following. Eight more Dunholmi riders waited by the road, all with lances, bows, shields, and sabres, wearing the white tree on Dunholm blue that was the livery of House Alder. No crowns in the heraldry up here. Accepting royal help would have meant admitting that he couldn’t solve the problems of Estis for himself, which would amount to admitting that the attack on the palace, the escape from the cells, the broken monument, the growing rebel attacks were all his fault. Alder’s hand clenched the pommel of his sabre. Weakness had been his father’s undoing—it would not be his.


“Saddle up,” he commanded. “We’re heading back to Ironhold.”


“Very good, my lord.” Tur laid a twitching hand on the saddle of the placid pony they’d found for him. “Then back to Pavuno, I assume. The first of the suitors your uncle arranged arrives within the week, and the staff will want your opinion on accommodation, preparations for the banquet, parting gifts, any—”


“I trust you to set it in order, Tur,” Alder said, swinging easily into the saddle. Fellstride, black as night and elegant as an empress, snorted and swished his tail as the count’s weight settled on his back.


“Really, my lord?” Tur tried to mount but his foot slipped from the stirrup. Brook stepped up silently to help him.


“Really.” It was easy to trust Tur with things that weren’t urgent, where he could fuss over the details to his heart’s content. “I’ll be gathering the local garrisons and the strike force we left at Silver Vale, then heading further into the hills.”


“My lord…” Tur hesitated, caught between his habitual obsequiousness and his inevitable worries about failing those higher up the feudal tree. “His Majesty’s correspondence on this matter has been consistent. He expects you to find a wife, sire heirs, and ensure the stability of the Alder estates.”


“Let’s not pretend that this is about putting me out to stud. King Lorrin wants me hitched so that I can’t use the offer of engagement to build my own power bloc at court. Once I’m married, he’ll know who I’m bound to, and he can counterbalance that with alliances elsewhere.”


He wouldn’t have said these things out loud back home, but here the only prying ears were squirrels and peasants. Every woman and man in his company was loyal to him or beholden to his family, and either way they wouldn’t be telling tales.


“My lord, you do a disservice to both yourself and the king.” Even Alder’s small words of dissent had put Tur on edge, hands clasped and head twitching from side to side.


“Of course, yes, I’m forgetting my real value—as a reward His Majesty can give to some other noble house. Unless he’s more focused on foreign policy. I hear that the king of Saditch has an eligible sister, maybe Lorrin wants the power of my loins to calm that stormy sea.”


Brook snorted her laughter while Tur kept up his nervous grin. Perhaps he was right to be uncomfortable. Plenty of houses back home envied the influence of the Alders. Alliances could be forming against him right now, and marriage was the easiest way to shore up his own position. But marriage had its risks as well as its rewards. His uncle the king could lumber him with someone unbearable, embarrassing, or inconsequential. He needed to go into these negotiations from a position of power, which meant proving his worth.


“The rebels need dealing with,” he said. “Right now, I can crush them with the small army I have up here. If I wait and let the infection grow, who knows how hard we’ll have to crack the whip.”


“Indeed, my lord, but couldn’t one of your captains do this?”


Brook gave Tur one final shove and he slid into the saddle with all the dignity of a windblown scarecrow.


“This is my priority, Tur.” Alder patted the sword hanging from his saddle, the long, elaborately engraved one with the ruby in its pommel. “Unless you think that the rebels don’t matter?”


Tur wore the same expression he’d had cowering behind the throne as this sword and its wielder charged in, set on overthrowing Alder. Even an imagined threat left the chamberlain hunched and cowering. He really was a wretch, and that made him pleasingly predictable.


“Very good, my lord.” Tur grabbed the reins and clenched his legs to his pony’s sides, accidentally setting it into motion. “Uh, my lord…”


“Stop fretting, Tur, we’re not leaving you behind.”


Alder set his heels to Fellstride’s flanks. With his chamberlain and his troops riding along, he set off at a smart trot down the trail, back to maps and manpower and a chance to settle this mess.
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