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To my mum, Margaret Knighton, who taught me the vital and unglamorous work of striving for a better world one small step at a time. I promise, the parenting seen in this book isn’t based on you either.







Chapter One

Chosen One

Raul stood in the fighting line, shield in one hand and sword in the other, facing the Dunholmi charge. Hooves thundered across a meadow crisp and white with spring frost, the horses’ breath billowing like smoke. Spear tips gleamed starkly in the early morning light.

Even after a year of war, Raul wasn’t used to these moments, when the choices had been made and all he could do was wait for their brutal consequences. He shifted the sword in his hand, forcing himself to unclench. But as soon as he loosened the tension in his muscles, it came back, shoulders tightening beneath his arming jacket and the chainmail over that. He felt the weight of the helmet on his head, of the shield on his arm, of the whole army’s expectations bearing down on him.

Halfway across the field, a Dunholmi horn sounded. The spears lowered, pointing straight at Raul.

His da had been right. The enemy were smart enough not to fight inside the town, where they would lose all the advantages of cavalry, but to come out and face the attackers. He had to hope that Valens had been right about the rest too, and that they weren’t smart enough to see what the rebels had planned.

He turned his head and opened his chest so his voice would carry down the line, just like Yasmi had taught him, then raised his sword so that the ruby in the hilt caught the light, gleaming red as fire.

“For Estis and for freedom!” he yelled. “A new moon rises!”

“A new moon rises!” the warriors roared, and the battle cry ran down the line, a thousand voices becoming a single cheer.

On the edges, the combat had started already, skirmishers from both sides shooting arrows back and forth. But it was in the thick of it that the hardest fighting would be done, and that was why Raul was here, despite the protests of his closest friends and advisors. How could he ask anyone else to face this if he wouldn’t do it himself?

The Dunholmi were nearly on them. All along the line, the Estian infantry raised their shields to form an overlapping wall. Raul slid his foot forward, resting the back of the shield against his knee, and raised his sword to defend his head.

The sound of the charge was deafening, the Dunholmi so close he could see the hatred in their eyes.

“Brace!” he yelled, and they leaned into their shields.

The charge hit.

A spear slammed into his shield, the force of the impact jolting through his arm, his knee, and the leg he’d stuck back to keep him from being knocked over. The very tip of the spear punched through the wood of his shield, splinters flying inches from his eyes, but behind it the shaft snapped. Raul and his shield held. The horse in front of him reared, hooves thrashing, threatening to smash Raul’s head open. But polearms reached over his shoulder from the ranks behind and those were enough to fend the animal off, to stop it trampling through. Its rider cursed in frustration, drew his sabre, and tried to turn his steed to take a swing at Raul.

No time to check the rest of the line. If it had broken, then they were all dead anyway. Raul tried to ignore the shouts and screams, the crash of weapons and thud of blows, the smell of blood already on the air, to focus on what was in front of him in the place where he could make a difference.

He slashed at the horse, his stomach churning with guilt as blood ran down its neck. The horse hadn’t chosen service to the armies of Dunholm any more than Estis had. It twisted sharply away from the attack and its rider tugged at its reins even as he swung at Raul. It was an easy blow to parry, wild but not strong, the whole movement flung off by the jolting of the horse. Raul batted the sabre aside, then lunged. He felt the moment of resistance before his strength drove the tip of his sword through the warrior’s chainmail, through the padding beneath, and into his belly.

The rider screamed and jerked harder on the reins, trying to draw back as blood streamed from his side. Down the line, a Dunholmi captain was shouting for a retreat, but her order drew another shout from further back, this one alarmed.

Raul grinned, despite the hammering of his heart and the shaking of his blood-slicked hand. Valens must have appeared at the cavalry’s rear, using local rebels’ knowledge of the terrain. Deprived of space to pull back, the Dunholmi couldn’t regroup for a fresh charge, but they were still an intimidating force, hooves and spears and blades battering at the Estian line.

Fortunately, Raul still had one more trick. Relying on the others to protect him, he sheathed his sword and drew a whistle from where it hung around his neck next to a protective charm. He pressed it to his lips and blew. The shrill blast ran down the line and was picked up by captains on their own whistles. In their hiding places at the edge of the field, Quintae and his engineers waited, ready to respond.

There was a rustling sound, like snakes through the grass, then a series of thuds. Amid the Dunholmi cavalry, wooden stakes sprang from the ground, sharpened tips slashing at the bellies of horses. Panicked steeds snorted and whinnied, tangling themselves in the ropes and jerking to break free. Warriors were flung away with thuds and curses and the crack of breaking bones.

“Forward!” Raul bellowed, flourishing his sword.

“For Prince Raul Warborn!” one of his captains shouted.

Others echoed the cry. “Warborn!”

That cry plucked a guilty string in Raul’s heart for the lie that drove these brave people on, but he couldn’t help feeling proud too. After all, he was the one they believed in.

The infantry advanced with slow, steady strides like Valens had taught them, shields in line, overlapping where they could, the points of polearms waving past their heads. Some of the Dunholmi tried to stand steady, sheltering behind their own shields and lashing out at the Estian line. But horses weren’t suited to holding ground and those who’d been flung from the saddle weren’t trained for infantry fighting, if they were even in a position to stand. The Estians advanced across a litter of broken and groaning bodies, parting only to pass around the stakes or the horses that lay thrashing in pain and panic between them.

At last, the Dunholmi couldn’t retreat any further. A circle of rebel banners with their red moon and blade closed around them. Pressed by infantry from ahead and behind, held back at the edges by archers and stakes, the Dunholmi were packed in too tightly to move, never mind to fight. Killing those who remained would be the easy part.

“Yield!” Raul demanded, catching the eye of a mounted Dunholmi warrior in an officer’s white sash, her visor raised to survey the desperate fighting. He had to yell himself hoarse to be heard over the crash of combat, but she looked like she’d heard. “They’re not worth dying for, not your king and not your count.”

Her gaze went from Raul to the warriors around him, then back across her own blue-clad troops. There was a moment of hesitation, her expression twitching as loyalty to her leaders battled with loyalty to her followers, and Raul feared that this might end worse than he wanted, one more bitter moment fuelling generations of hate. But her shoulders sank and she sheathed her sword before laying her hands on her saddle.

“It’s over,” she shouted. “Lay down your arms.”

One by one, the Dunholmi warriors obeyed, some swiftly and with looks of relief, others with reluctance. Some had already given up and were being herded through the Estian lines. The clang of sword against sword faded and the battle cries died, leaving the shuffle of hooves, the snort of nervous horses, and the groans of the injured.

“Are you in charge?” Raul stepped into the gap where blades had swung a moment before, taking off his helmet as he went, showing them his face and making himself vulnerable, trusting that this surrender was real.

The Dunholmi officer looked around.

“That depends on who else is alive,” she said. “But I’m as good as you’ll get right now.”

Warriors shuffled aside, making space for her and Raul to approach. He reached out and stroked her horse, doing his best to soothe the anxious beast.

“You’re him, aren’t you?” she asked, unbuckling her sword belt. “The rebel king.”

“Just a prince.” Raul accepted her sword, wrapped in its finely decorated scabbard and white leather belt. Alongside it was a silver-handled dagger with a charm for sharpness stamped into its hilt, her badge of authority. “Can’t have a coronation until we’ve got our country back.”

That drew a round of cheering from his side, including those too far down the line to hear. It was hard not to feel like cheering when you’d fought and won.

“At least we lost to someone who matters.”

The officer climbed down from her horse and Raul realised that she was holding one arm tight against her side, trying to keep a wound from bleeding. Her face was pale, but she faced him with dignity.

“Your Highness, I beseech mercy for my troops. Many warriors here will fetch a fine ransom, and there is no honour in harming the rest.”

“There won’t be any ransoms,” Raul said. “Not while the war’s still raging. But don’t worry, we won’t be harming anyone either. In fact…” He stepped forward and caught her as she stumbled, sliding his arm under her shoulder to keep her on her feet. “Our physicians are waiting to see to your wounds.”

The crowd cheered again as the lines parted, his title rising from a thousand throats, swords beating against shields in celebration. He held his head high and smiled brightly, catching the eyes of everyone he passed, and the cheers grew louder, a wave of jubilation that washed over him.

“Warborn!”

He was the freedom fighter.

“Warborn!”

He was the heir to Estis.

“Warborn!”

He was the hope for an end to a generation of tyranny.

“Warborn!”

He was a fraud playing his part, and if his people found out, then everything was doomed.




[image: ]







The remnants of a fire burned in the hearth of the small timber house, a pot hanging over the flames. The inhabitants had probably been cooking breakfast when word came that war had arrived, and they had wisely fled. Raul wrapped his bloodstained shirt around his hand and took the pot off the heat. The porridge inside was burned, but he wouldn’t want the pot to be wrecked. He should ask someone to stock the log pile and the larder, to make up for the fear they’d caused these people.

“Here.” Yasmi handed him a fresh shirt. Raul’s calloused fingers lingered on the fabric as he pulled it on. He had never known silk before this year and it felt strange against his skin. “No time to wash, but we can do our best to make you look the part.”

She pulled a doublet from her basket, deep black with red embroidery.

“We just fought a battle,” Raul pointed out. “Looking the part would mean bloodstains and sweat.”

Even as he protested he held his arms out. He knew he wouldn’t win this argument and he couldn’t afford to waste vital time. By now, word was likely racing to Pavuno that the rebels had taken another town. They needed to regroup and build defences before the counterattack.

“In battle, you needed to look gritty and fearsome.” Yasmi stepped around him, sliding the doublet up his arms and settling it in place. “Now you need to play the part of the prince, regal and refined.”

Raul started on the lacing but Yasmi stepped quickly around him, the masks on her belt clicking against each other, and batted his hands away.

“I’m quicker at this than you,” she said. “And neater.”

“You’re better at most things than me.”

“Flatterer.” She smiled and treated him to a quick kiss. “But we both know that I’d be a terrible battlefield commander. By the time I finished my first speech, the war would already be lost.”

Raul fidgeted with his cuffs while the laces hissed through their holes. His heraldry was embroidered on one sleeve, a moon-pierced blade to match the so-called birthmark underneath, the brand with which his parents had marked him for destiny. Another piece of theatre, his clothes a reminder that he was the chosen one, the embodiment of years of prophecy.

Even his clothes were lies, another thought that made him squirm.

“You’d be better at the politics,” he said. “You’re used to pretending.”

Yasmi took a step back and placed her hands on her hips as she looked him up and down. Midmorning sunlight through the open shutters brought out the bright colours of her loose trousers and tunic, gleaming off a silver bangle he’d given her and lighting up her long strawberry blond hair.

“I’d enjoy the dressing up,” she admitted. “But it all seems far too serious. ‘Let lesser mortal fight for the fates of nations, I am bound by a brighter beat.’”

“Is that from Princess Pitura?”

“You remember that one?”

“I liked the part where you played a monkey stealing from the duke’s treasure chest.”

Yasmi laughed. “Tenebrial doesn’t write a lot of slapstick, but it’s fun when he does.”

“Come closer,” Raul said with a smile. “You haven’t finished lacing me up.”

“That’s deliberate.” She placed a finger on the small triangle of skin she’d left exposed beneath his neck. “You have a good body. We should remind people of that.”

“Flatterer.”

He pulled her close, luxuriating in her scent and the warmth of her body against his. As they kissed, all his worries went away.

Then he forced himself to let go, to raise his chin and puff out his chest, to take on the pose of the prince. He buckled on his sword belt, ruby pommel gleaming at his hip, and headed out into the street.

Hewed was a dark town, its buildings smeared black by the smoke from its foundries. The workshops of smelters and blacksmiths were built of stone to withstand the heat of their work and survive if fire broke out. Around them was a patch of dark mud before the timber houses in which the people lived, scattered between vegetable plots. Three well-worn dirt roads ran past its edges: two coming in from the hills where coal and iron were mined, the third from the lowlands and the markets where Hewed ironwork had been sold for generations, until the Dunholmi claimed it all for their armouries. For nearly twenty years, that road had run only to the governor in the palace of Pavuno, but today that changed. From now on, Hewed would arm the rebels instead.

No, not rebels. True rulers. Raul had to think that way, in hopes that he would talk like it too.

As he stepped out the door, half a dozen people bowed to him. It was unsettling to see his friends and companions bow, especially when he’d known some of them before any of this began, so he turned his attention to the one who forgot etiquette and stared at the frames of the buildings instead.

“Good work on the stake traps, Quintae. You saved us a lot of hard fighting today.”

“Good, yes, good.” The scrawny engineer patted the side of his own scarred head. “Easy work. Ropes and hinges, hidden in the grass. Not like the great machines. Oh, you should see them, yes…”

He flailed a hand in the direction of the road, back along the route they’d marched. His eyes gleamed excitedly and he clapped his hands together.

Behind Raul, Yasmi cleared her throat. Quintae’s eyes went wide.

“You should see them, Highness.” He flopped into an awkward bow, fingers trailing in the sooty dirt. Raul wanted to tell him that there was no need, but they were all actors in his play and he needed them to play their parts, whether they knew what they were doing or not.

Still, he laid a hand on Quintae’s shoulder and eased him upright before turning to face the others. Valens, his da, a towering mass of muscle dressed in the armour and red-on-black livery of their new Imperial Legion. Ferra, grey hair shaved down one side and with a bow across her back, the closest the Withered Hills warbands had to a leader. Silvano Ironhead, who had worked the docks in Pavuno and now led a company of refugees from the city’s work gangs. Biallo Lavelle, lead actor turned infantry captain, living the war stories he had once performed. Others who Raul knew less well, but who he trusted with his life and more importantly with the lives of those who followed him. Every day, their ranks seemed to grow, though there were losses too, people he couldn’t protect no matter how hard he tried, all the way back to Appia lying dead on the palace flagstones. It had been over a year since they’d returned from the Withered Hills, nearly two years since the failed rebellion in Pavuno, and the wins were adding up, but so were the losses. More people than ever wore black mourning rings.

He set that aside and focused on what they needed in this moment, on who he had to be.

“The town is secure?” he asked.

“Yes, Your Highness,” Biallo said. “We’ve checked all the buildings and secured the local Dunholmi lord’s entourage.”

“The roads in and out?”

“We’ve folk fixing to watch them now, Highness.” Ferra nodded. “Clear a day’s good ride out at least.”

“And the wagons for the arms and armour?”

“Coming up now, yes.” Quintae nodded eagerly. “Many wagons. Many horses. Yes, Highness.”

“Good. I’ll tour the positions shortly and make sure we’ve got sentries set, then the rest of the troops can relax. Council will meet this evening to discuss our next target. Until then, back to business, though I’d like a word with General Valens before he goes.”

“Highness,” they chorused, and all bobbed their heads before hurrying away, leaving Raul with Yasmi and Valens.

“I still can’t get used to that.” Valens shook his head. “The general bit, I mean.”

“If it helps, I can’t get used to it either,” Raul said. “Feels weird to call you anything other than Da.”

“Get used to it,” Yasmi said. “Our people know how you’re related, but they need you to keep up the atmosphere, to make them feel like they’re part of a real nation and a real court.”

Raul sighed. They’d been through this conversation many times, and he knew in his head that she was right. Still, his heart ached for a different way of doing things, and he couldn’t keep from pushing at the edges of what was allowed.

“Come on.” Yasmi nudged him. “It’s good for our warriors to see you after a victory. It links you to a good mood in their minds, reminds them that they won thanks to you.”

“Thanks to all of us,” Raul said.

“Of course, but one matters more than the rest. So straighten up and get ready to perform, because they need their chosen one.”

It wasn’t like he didn’t enjoy these moments. It was fun meeting people, learning about who they were and what had brought them here, watching their faces light up as they told their war stories to royalty. It was like being back at the inn, listening to the locals and travellers talk about their days, except that he didn’t have to serve the drinks anymore.

Smiling and striding proudly, he headed into the liberated town.







Chapter Two

Sparks in the Darkness

Bonfires blazed to either side of the stage and the wagons it rested on, warming the audience of weary warriors and illuminating the actors of the Company Dellest. Sparks burst free as logs cracked in the heat, blazing orange motes spiralling on the currents of hot air toward the stars. But none of it—not the fires, not the sparks, not even the stars themselves—could match the brightness and beauty Raul saw when Yasmi stepped onto the stage.

He doubted that anyone else in the audience saw what he did. They cheered, of course, and raised their tankards high as she stepped out from behind the curtain, her whole body transformed by the magic of her masks and her shifting skills. Instead of a woman, there stood a lion, a monkey, a wyvern with a scaly body and its wings spread wide, a wonder that most of them would only have seen a few times in their lives, if they were even lucky enough to have a wandering theatrical troupe visit their home village. Now they got to watch a play every month or so, whenever the enemy was far away and the army of free Estis was celebrating a victory. Tenebrial, the troupe’s playwright, had reluctantly abandoned nuance in favour of more monsters, more grand speeches, and more fanciful backdrops, all the spectacle that their audience loved. As several of the players had noted, what mattered most now was keeping people motivated. They could worry about high art later.

So the stories had been rewritten and Yasmi became even more the centre of the show. The story of King Balbianus no longer featured a wolf, since Yasmi had lost that mask, but the lion that now faced the ancient king in his final battle was as fearsome as the wolf had ever been, and while the string of monsters and animals that preceded it might not feature in the historical records, they kept the spirit of the old story, reminded people of the struggles that had founded the nation and the common bond that united them.

It wasn’t as though truth was the rebellion’s strength.

Still, when Yasmi stepped onto the stage Raul saw a different truth to everyone else. Instead of lumbering beasts and chattering imps, he saw the passion and energy that went into her performance. Instead of warts and claws, he saw the young woman who he’d known nearly his whole life and yet who still managed to surprise him in the best possible ways.

Right now, Yasmi was a heron, guiding Balbianus and his soldiers to the secrets of a mystical pool. As was traditional, the lead role was played by Efron Dellest, who seemed to find fresh energy playing alongside his daughter, his every third line drawing a cheer, a groan, or a laugh from the audience. Next to Raul at the back of the crowd, Valens watched with an expression that Raul imagined was much like his own, wrapped up in more than the performance.

He nudged his da.

“Efron’s on fine form tonight,” Raul whispered.

“He is.” Valens’s tone was curt but a smile curled the corners of his lips.

“He looks good in that new doublet.”

“He does.”

“Have you ever thought about…” Raul looked down at his feet, then back up, taking a breath. He didn’t normally feel awkward talking with his da, but this wasn’t just about him. “About getting married?”

Valens blinked, long and slow. The lump of his throat bobbed as he swallowed.

“We’ve talked. I’ve said no.”

“But you and Efron love each other.”

“Loving a warrior is hard.” Valens held up the stump where his hand had been. “Marrying them is harder. Fastest way to end up a widower.”

“You won’t be a warrior forever. Once we’ve freed the country, you can go back to running an inn, or travel the country and help Efron put up the stage.”

“I was a terrible innkeeper and I’m a worse scenery hand. Besides, you’ll still need warriors when this is done, to keep the country safe.”

Raul frowned and plucked at a loose thread on his finely embroidered cuff. He hadn’t thought about what came after, not properly. About what he was committing to by claiming the crown. About what that would mean for his future and the people around him. It wasn’t as if their council meetings didn’t come close to the topic, like weeds creeping across a field of grain, but he always tugged that conversation out and moved on to something else. Had he been purposefully avoiding it?

Valens, who seldom looked away from the stage while Efron was performing, looked down at his son.

“Something you want to tell me about you and Yasmi?” he asked.

“What?” Raul blushed as he looked up. “No! I mean, I would, but it’s too soon, and…”

A warrior turned, finger raised, then saw who she’d been about to shush.

“Your Highness.” She bowed. “I didn’t know you was there. Would you like some cider?”

She smiled eagerly and held up an earthenware jug.

“Thank you.” Raul took a swig. It had taken him a while to realise that people wanted him to say yes, even though he had so much more than they did—fine clothes, roofs over his head, the certainty of a meal when supplies were short. They wanted to feel like they were sharing with him, and like he appreciated it. This time, he turned his grimace at the vinegary cider into something exaggerated, one of Yasmi’s tricks to turn awkward moments into shared amusement. “You’re a braver soldier than I am, drinking the likes of this!”

She laughed and gestured uncertainly toward her companions. “Would you like to join us, Your Highness?”

Raul hesitated. The thought of relaxing with these people was appealing, hearing about their lives and their adventures since joining the rebellion. But there were too many thoughts tumbling around his head; he needed to take a walk.

“Thank you, but I should do a tour of the camp. Maybe another time.”

He handed back the jug, gave her the warmest smile he could muster, and turned away.

“You want me to come?” Valens murmured.

“Not tonight. I need time to clear my head, and I’ll be safe enough by myself.”

Away from the stage and the roaring bonfires, the spring night was cold as it could be. The clear sky that let the stars smile down meant there were no clouds holding in the land’s warmth. Raul wrapped his cloak tight around him, hiding his embroidered tunic and tailored trousers as he headed out.

Though the rest of the encampment wasn’t roaring like the crowd around the stage, it was never quiet. Warriors huddled at their fires, cooking whatever food they’d been given or gathered, talking about the day’s fighting. Some of the civilians who accompanied the army joined them, spending time with the family they’d followed from home or the new friends they’d made along the way. Others were busy mending clothes, hauling supplies, rolling barrels from the barn where the Dunholmi had kept their supplies. Where the fields they were camped in met the edge of town, a fire blazed in the open front of a smithy and the clang of an anvil resonated through the night as blunted swords and spears were sharpened.

When the playwrights and chroniclers talked about war, it was all battles and sieges, heroism and tragedy, but it was so much more than that. It was the routines people fell into, with all their boredom and familiarity. It was real life.

But as Raul wandered alone through his camp, the peace of the moment did little to ease his mind. Instead, the future gaped before him. Life in a palace, all plump pillows and politics, impossibly distant from the upbringing of a simple innkeeper’s son. What would the routines of that life be? Was there space for Yasmi, whose craft took her across the country and beyond, performing in a new village every night? His ma would be fine, court politics was the life she missed, but what about his da? Could a life with Efron combine with life as one of Raul’s advisors, and if not, what would Valens choose? Could Raul even place that decision on him?

Too many questions, each one stirring up a dozen more. What he did was too important to choose anything else, but he missed the inn in winter with Old Wellic grumbling by the fire and other locals sharing a meal while Raul bustled back and forth between them, fetching drinks and washing cups.

“Hey, you!” A voice broke through his reverie. From around the nearest fire, a man was waving. “Yes, you, raggedy cloak man!”

Raul looked down and laughed. His cloak was faded and frayed from long marches through the winter and camping out in the woods, its tears patched with whatever had come to hand because this wasn’t a piece of royal costume but a practical thing to keep a warrior warm.

“Good evening.” Raul smiled and nodded to the man. Others around the circle turned to him and one shuffled up to make space.

“Do you know how to play seven stones?” the waving man said.

“Only a little.”

“The best sort of opponent! I need someone different to beat for a while.”

The warmth of the fire and of the company enveloped Raul as he joined the game, tossing one pebble in the air and trying to snatch up the others, shouting “Sevens!” any time he came close to a fistful. Others took a turn from time to time, but mostly they were happy talking, and playing the game meant that Raul didn’t need to say much in return.

He soon learned that several of them came from Rianti, which they insisted had the finest crafting halls in all of Estis. Three were basket weavers, one a carpenter, another a mason. There were also farmers from near a place called Barrowblack, which they claimed had been a burial ground when the gods walked the world. Several around the edges wore clothes too poor to have been artisans or even farmers before the war, beggars and itinerant labourers who had joined the army as much for food as for the cause. A woman with a wooden flute didn’t say much, too busy trying to learn the tune that the carpenter was teaching her.

“Thought you only knew seven stones a little, raggedy cloak man.” Raul’s opponent grinned gleefully, his eyes gleaming in the firelight. “But you’re cursed close to beating me.”

“I’ve been copying that thing you do with your wrist.” Raul demonstrated as he tossed up a stone and plucked two more from the ground. “Trying to do the same. It works well, doesn’t it?”

“What thing with his wrist?” One of the weavers leaned closer.

“Now, now, raggedy cloak.” The man winked. “Don’t go giving away all of my secrets.”

“No, go on, show us.” Another of the weavers leaned in. “Maldio here has been beating us all winter, I want my turn.”

Raul smiled. It was nice to feel wanted without the pressure that fell upon a prince chosen by prophecy. Still, he looked at his opponent and raised an eyebrow.

“What do you say? I don’t want to ruin it for you.”

“Fine, raggedy cloak man.” Maldio rolled his eyes, but he was still grinning as he grabbed for the stones. “You’ve forced my hand, but I’m going to show them.”

There was more shuffling about, the group coming closer. The carpenter coughed and waved futilely at the smoke blowing from the fire. The woman with the flute squeezed up beside him and Raul saw her feet for the first time, both of them wrapped in bandages, torn strips of cloth stained around the gaps where missing toes should have been.

“Were you hurt in the fighting?” Raul asked, pointing at those sorry feet.

The woman shook her head and hunched over, wrapping herself around her simple flute.

“Some of Rina’s toes got bit by the cold, had to be taken off,” the carpenter said. “On account of marching through the ice and snow in these.”

He reached past her and held up a pair of shoes. Their leather had probably never been good and the crude stitching had been repaired in several places, only to fray the leather too badly to be sewn shut again. The soles had worn completely through in places, and parts of the upper had cracked apart.

Raul shook his head, trying to imagine what those poor feet must feel like, how it would have been to do the long weary marches they’d all endured without decent boots to protect him.

“We look around after every battle, don’t we, Rina?” the carpenter said. “But good leather on your feet is as precious as gold out here, and half the fallen of Dunholm have boots as bad as ours.” He touched a wooden charm of a goat that hung from his neck. “One day, we’ll get lucky, and we’ll all have better travels.”

Forcing himself to exhale, Raul stared at those tattered shoes, then at the feet that had worn them, that were more comfortable exposed to the cold of the night than wrapped in such wretched leather. It wasn’t fair for anyone in his army to be in this state. They deserved better.

“You can have mine,” he said.

Rina blinked, then looked uncertainly at the carpenter.

“You’ve got spare?” the carpenter asked. “What you want for them?”

“It’s fine, I’ve got others, and I don’t want anything in return. I just…” His cloak fell aside as he reached down to start unlacing. “This is something I can make better, so that’s what I’m going to do.”

Damp had swollen his laces and the cold made his fingers numb, so it took a lot of concentration to even start unlacing the boots. He didn’t notice at first that the group had fallen silent, but when he looked up they were all staring at his polished boots and at the embroidered tunic that had been exposed when the cloak slipped aside.

“Who are you?” Maldio asked, setting his gaming stones down.

Raul cringed and turned his attention back to his laces, bowing his head so that his blond fringe fell across his eyes.

Past the crackling fire, Rina whispered in the carpenter’s ear. The man stiffened.

“You’re him, aren’t you?” he whispered. “You’re Prince Raul.”

Suddenly, they were all on their feet, boots and stones and flute forgotten, bowing and speaking the word “Highness.”

“Please, sit, this is your fire.” Raul waved them back down as best he could, but they were looking at him with awe and curiosity, not the companionable expressions of a moment before. “Yes, I’m him, but I’m one of you too, another warrior on the march looking to share friendship and a warm fire. We can do that, can’t we?”
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Yasmi took one last bow, luxuriating in the applause of the crowd. It felt glorious to be up here again, telling stories and raising cheers. The rebel army was a particularly responsive audience, especially for plays about the history of Estis and most especially on nights when they’d just won. She’d never experienced an atmosphere like it, and she had to force herself to ever step away. But if the players dragged this out too long, then the audience would get bored, the applause would falter, and the whole business would become embarrassing for everyone. Better to back out now amid a glorious chorus of approval.

She retreated through the scenery curtains and the other players followed suit. Backstage was mud and a pair of trestle tables on which props and changes of costume were laid, and it made her think fondly of the theatre they’d briefly occupied in Pavuno, with a clean and orderly backstage area, dedicated stores for costumes and props, even a small room of her own. And that mirror! The chance to see herself from head to toe, to check every last detail before she stepped out.

Wonderful as it had been, the raucous applause from beyond the curtains was even better, because here her performances meant something more than idle entertainment. The Company Dellest was helping change the world.

Valens was waiting for her father with a bottle of wine and an enveloping hug, but though she peered into every shadow she couldn’t see Raul. Her smile faltered just a little, but there were so many other matters vying for his attention. She couldn’t expect him to be here after every performance; the circumstances that made their performances matter were the same circumstances that kept him busy.

A cold wind wound its way between the players, fluttering the scenery and making Yasmi shiver. She picked up the black woollen cloak that Claudio had worn as the assassin in act four and wrapped it tightly around her. A simple grey outfit was both traditional and practical for a shifter performing onstage, but it wasn’t warm enough for this weather, and the masks on her belt added no insulation at all. She straightened the fall of the cloak and forced herself to stop hunching her shoulders, but kept her arms wrapped tight across her belly, holding in as much warmth as she could.

“You were great,” Valens said. He and her father stood with arms wrapped around each other’s waists, both beaming proudly.

“Spectacular, even,” Efron said. “Mesmerising. But then, you always are.”

He kissed her on the cheek.

“Where’s Raul?” she asked, more eagerly than she’d meant to. With the cold clawing ever closer, she wanted someone whose warmth she could cling to, a warmth that went beyond body heat.

“Gone for a walk.” Valens gestured. “Needed to think.”

“That boy thinks far too much,” Efron declared. “To quote Viscount Guinekus in The Wanderer’s Lament, ‘Running at wisdom sweeps me in a dizzy circle back to ignorance.’”

“Of all Tenebrial’s lines, I think that one makes the least sense.” Yasmi tugged the cloak tighter. “But I’d better look for Raul anyway, just in case he’s lost all his wits and fallen into a ditch.”

Emerging from behind the stage wagon, she enjoyed the thawing walk around one of the bonfires where audience members had clustered following the performance. As in most plays, they hadn’t seen the shifter without her mask for long, so few of them paid attention to the young woman passing by. Then she was out in the miserable cold again, walking between the small pools of light that were the army’s firepits, looking for a distinctive figure.

When she spotted Raul, she was relieved to see that he’d abandoned his restless pacing and was sitting by one of those fires, talking with his companions while one of them played the flute. But then she noticed the awkward expressions on everyone’s faces, the stiff back of the flute player, the gaming stones lying untouched on the ground. As she circled, observing from the darkness, she realised that Raul’s feet were bare, toes exposed at the bottom of his cloak, but that the edges of his tunic and trousers were visible, courtly finery amid the mud and travel-stained cloaks. The flute player’s eyes kept shifting from him to the fine boots on her own feet, and she was struggling with even the most basic elements of her tune.

It felt cruel to intrude, for him to know that she’d seen the awkwardness of the moment, but it would be even worse to leave him here.

“Your Highness.” She laid a hand softly on Raul’s shoulder and he looked around, expression caught between guilt and relief. “I’m sorry to distract you from your companions, but you’re needed on council business.”

“I see.”

Raul rose, and the others jerked to their feet, then started a round of awkward bows as he said goodbye to each of them by name. Some were tongue-tied into silence; others said they’d been honoured to share their fire with him; only the man with the gaming stones managed something close to a normal farewell. Then she let her cloak fall aside, exposing herself to the cold so she could slip her arm through his and lead him hastily away.

As soon as they were out of sight of the fire, Raul’s shoulders fell.

“Have you had a nice evening?” she asked, knowing Raul too well to think that he could hold back the truth.

“It was lovely for a while,” he said. “Then they realised who I was, and then… I tried to make everyone relax, to just have a conversation, but it was strange and stilted, no one talked to anyone but me, I felt bad for being there but I didn’t want them to think I didn’t like them, and… and…”

And just like always, Raul wanted so badly for everybody to be happy, but was too innocent to see when the best he could do was not to try. Not for the first time, she wondered how in the world he could still be like this with everything he had gone through, all the lies and disillusionment, all the cruelty and struggles. All the power.

That wonder melted into something softer, a feeling that was the two of them together, arms intertwined, his footsteps in time with hers, a happiness less overwhelming but more powerful than anything she felt on the stage.

“You said there was council business?” he asked.

She stopped, turned him to face her, and wrapped her arms around him.

“Very important business,” she said. “Keeping one of your councillors warm.”

“The most important business,” he agreed.

His arms enveloped her, bringing his cloak with them, and he pressed her close. In the distance, sparks flew from the fire, dwindling to darkness against the cold sky, but here there was only warmth.







Chapter Three

Leadership

Valens marched along at the head of the column, pack on his back and arms swinging, enjoying the steady rhythm of the road and the satisfaction of being part of an army again. When night fell and they made camp, everyone would moan about the mud on their boots and the blisters on their feet, about how cold it was, how small their rations were, how far they were from home. He’d do his best to make things better, to find good boots, more food, sheltered places to camp. But he would join in a little of that moaning too. After all, it was part of a warrior’s life.

At least the weather was improving, spring finally offering the promise of warmth and light. For the past few days, since leaving their new garrison in Hewed and heading out down the vale, they’d had mild mornings and soft winds, though the rain still came often enough to keep the earth sodden. Decent marching weather, not too hot and not too cold, but lousy ground to march over.

The footfalls of the Imperial Legion—his legion—were a unified chorus in time to their marching chants. As the first troops in the column, apart from the scouts riding out to check the route, they would be the first to face any threats that appeared. Better that than being at the back, though, coming through after thousands of others, once the ground was churned into mud or throwing up clouds of dust and every step was a struggle. He’d served his years at the back and he wasn’t ever returning to that.

Hooves thudded across the turf of a neighbouring field as Biallo galloped up, his cloak flapping in the wind. The actor had taken to war far better than Valens expected. They all had. Perhaps that wasn’t good, but it was necessary. And if folk like Biallo brought a little more posing to the work than Valens would have done, then maybe that was needed too. A bit of showmanship to make them all feel like heroes. Same reason the Imperial Legion were kitted out in their matching red and black tabards. Same reason they’d remade the legion at all. This war was a matter of performance as well as substance. Maybe they all were, and he’d never known it, one more soldier marching in the column.

“General Valens.” Biallo pulled in close so that he could be heard. “You’re needed in the siege train.”

The legionaries, well used to this routine by now, parted ranks to let their leader out.

“You’re in charge until I’m back,” Valens said, patting a captain on her shoulder as he passed. “Try not to lose the war.”

Then he was out of the column and into a field of what looked like onions, heading back past rows upon rows of soldiers with Biallo riding at his side.

“We could deal with these things more quickly if you had a horse, General,” Biallo said.

“I’m a bad rider,” Valens replied.

“One must practice one’s lines to learn the script.”

“I’m a soldier of Estis. All my scenes are played on foot.”

“You’re a commander, and a successful one. Perhaps your lines have changed.”

Valens didn’t have an answer to that. They’d used up too many words already, and he didn’t know enough about theatre to keep up the comparison. Besides, he didn’t want to face the feeling that wormed its way through his guts, the suspicion that Biallo might be right. He’d always marched with the army, and he wasn’t going to change that now.

“What’s the problem this time?” he asked as they passed the True Pavuno Company. Silvano Ironhead and his troops raised their fists in salute and Valens returned the gesture, careful to use his complete arm. These people didn’t need reminders of what war could cost them.

“One of Quintae’s war machines got stuck in the mud again. Drusil wants to disassemble it to keep moving.”

“Sounds smart.”

“Try telling Quintae that.”

Passing the warband of the Withering Folk, with their rolling wicker huts and their woven armour, Biallo’s horse gave a whinny and rose up, hooves flailing. A vast black bear, weighed down with tents and bundles of arrows, looked up at the alarm it had caused and opened its mouth to roar. The horse bolted, Biallo clinging on for dear life, and Valens shook his head as he kept walking. One more reason not to ride.

The war machines were near the back of the marching column, after the baggage but before the rear guard and the trail of assorted civilians following behind. Each piece was unique, the results of Quintae’s increasingly eccentric experiments, and each had proved its value: the siege tower with its ratcheting bridge to reach different heights of walls; the ballistae with their complex arrangements of ropes and pulleys that gave them more range and power than any Valens had seen in the old days; the battering ram with its interchangeable heads and spiked wheels to hold steady on slopes.

Right now, all the fuss and activity was around the builder’s latest creation, a towering trebuchet. With the bucket of its counterweight empty and the arm lowered, it was less intimidating than when in action, but it still had enough height to make it very obvious that the whole thing was leaning at an angle. It was also obviously being left behind as the army kept moving and the trebuchet didn’t.

Valens muttered a prayer to Laughing Loftus and touched the swift talisman under his tunic, hoping for the god’s guidance and a fast fix. Then he strode over to join the group around the base of the machine.

“General Valens.” Drusil, the army’s chief armourer, nodded at his approach. Even dressed in layers against the brisk weather, her muscles were as obvious as the hefty mallet in her hand. “I need to take this thing down so we can keep moving.”

Around her, assorted warriors and labourers murmured their agreement. They were spread around the base of the machine, covered in mud from their efforts to move it, most of them red-faced or sweating.

“No no no no no!” A scrawny, ratlike man clung to a beam halfway up the machine. His scraggly hair flew as he shook his head, revealing the scars underneath. “Good machine, precise balance, such work! Mustn’t break it. Mustn’t risk the balance.”

“Surely you can rebuild it, Quintae?” Valens called up to him.

“The balance, such good balance.” Quintae stroked the machine like he was comforting a pet.

“We’ve got the tools.” Drusil tapped the mallet against her gloved hand. “That madman just doesn’t want to, and he’s more work to handle than any of these machines.”

“Worth the effort, though.”

Drusil snorted. “I suppose.”

Valens knelt in the mud so he could look more closely at the trapped wheel. He didn’t like the extra breath of time it took him to get down these days, but he liked the look of the wheel even less. It had sunk into a deep puddle of slippery mud, and when he thrust his arm through the ooze, he could feel a large, jagged lump of rock in there too, jammed between the axle and its housing.

“Might need a new wheel, Quintae,” he said, oozing mud as he rose and looked around.

“New wheel, yes,” Quintae replied, still clinging to his beam. “New build, no.” He patted the side of his head. “Good boy. Good build.”

“Sure, you did great.” Valens turned to the lightest looking of the labourers. “You, run up to the Withering Folk, ask Ferra to bring their biggest bear and the hut that broke down yesterday.”

The beasts of the Withered Hills always moved faster than Valens expected. It only took a few minutes for the massive, shaggy bear to arrive, accompanied by lean, grey-haired Ferra, dressed in straw-padded furs and with a bow strapped across her back. Behind it, the bear dragged a round wickerwork hut that rolled along like a giant wheel, but whose broken roof flapped as it moved, woven rods unravelling.

“Looks like yon tower’s frayed as this here house,” Ferra said in her slow, thick accent, peering at the machine. “You fixing to move it?”

“Yes.”

“This one might be some help, so.” She patted the bear’s flank. “But I don’t see owt we can do to stop this happening again.”

“That’s why I’m requisitioning the broken hut.”

It felt strange to use a word like “requisition,” as if he was giving one of the grand speeches from Efron’s plays. But a general didn’t just take a thing, even if that was the same in the end.

At his command, Ferra and one of the labourers set to breaking down the remains of the hut, cutting its outer wall into two giant woven mats. Meanwhile, Drusil and her team dug a sloped trench ahead of the trebuchet so that the mat could be slipped down in front of the sunken front wheels. Valens himself knelt in the dirt, threaded a rope down and around the rock, then set enough people to the ropes so they could heave it out.

“Don’t think there’s any lasting damage,” Drusil said once she’d felt around the axle where the rock had been. “I can reinforce it later, just in case.”

By now, even the army’s civilian tail had mostly gone past, though half the rear guard hung back to protect the beleaguered war machine. Scouts with bows, a mix of locals from this region and veteran trackers from the Withered Hills, prowled around the surrounding woods and fields, watching for trouble. Their recent attacks had been designed to lure Dunholmi forces away from this area, but an army could only hide so well, and Valens wasn’t taking chances when he didn’t need to.

At last, they hitched the bear next to the oxen that usually dragged the trebuchet, with the human crew all on ropes at the sunken side. The oxen didn’t look happy at their new company, and Valens wouldn’t have done either given the saliva dribbling between those bared teeth, but he knew by now not to worry about the beasts from the Withered Hills—they were the least of his discipline problems. He surveyed the work one last time, then nodded.

“On my mark. One, two, three, heave!”

Together, they strained at the ropes; oxen and bear, warriors and general, all heaving. For a painful moment, it seemed like nothing was going to happen, the mud clinging too tightly onto the trebuchet to ever yield. Then there was a slow, wet sound like a blade being pulled out of a belly. The war machine groaned, wobbled, trembled, then began rolling out of the mud and up the wicker mat.

“Keep going!” Valens yelled. “For Estis!” That sounded too dramatic for the moment, making him feel like a pompous fool. “For the ale I’ll give you all later!”

That got a cheer and an extra burst of effort. With more squelching and straining, the rear wheels rolled across the rut where the machine had stuck and up onto the mat.

“Now the other one,” Valens called out, but Drusil was already ahead of him, rolling out the second mat with one of her team ahead of the oxen and the bear. As the beasts dragged the trebuchet onto that mat, the labourers picked up the first one and ran ahead, laying it across the next stretch of mud. Clear of the quagmire, the humans unhitched their ropes and left the animals to take the strain, picking up speed as they went.

“Going to be a long day, running to lay those mats ahead every time,” Valens said as he watched them go.

“So’s said.” Ferra nodded her agreement.

“D’you think we could make smaller versions?” Drusil asked. “Small enough to fit around the wheels but strong enough to take the weight?”

“Could be.” Ferra whistled and a couple of scouts ran over. “I’ll send my folk out foraging, see what we can find to weave.”

“And I’ll look in the carpentry wagon, see what materials we have.”

Just like that, they were done. No one needed Valens any longer, and all that was left to do was catch up with the marching column.

He smiled as he strode down the road, intent on getting back to the head of the column. So far this spring, he’d outfought and outmanoeuvred the Dunholmi, and he would have bet that he was outdoing them at logistics too, keeping this column and all its machinery moving. If anyone had asked him back in the day, he would have said that he never wanted to be a general, but he couldn’t think of a time he’d ever been more satisfied.

As the road ran through a stream, its waters flowing fast from the recent rain, he knelt at the ford and built a small cairn out of rounded stones, his own small tribute to Laughing Loftus, voice of the babbling brook.

“Thank you,” he said. “If you did help me back there. And if not…”

He shrugged as he stood. Even if Loftus hadn’t guided him, it never did any harm to be on the right side of a god.
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As he galloped into the courtyard of Fort Fury, Count Alder felt the power of a god blazing through his veins. The heat of Jarrag was a fire inside him, a force constantly straining to burn beyond his control. But he was a nobleman of Dunholm, a descendant of queens and kings, while this was nothing more than a spirit from the wilderness, one more beast for him to ride, and he had never met a steed yet that he couldn’t rein in.

Really? a voice sneered from the back of his mind. You think you’re in control?

“I think I have royal blood,” Alder snapped, “while you don’t even have a body.”

“You said something, my lord?” The chosen warrior riding beside him looked at Alder in confusion.

“It was nothing,” Alder said.

He clattered to a stop at the base of the keep and swung out of the saddle, then paused to stroke Fellstride’s mane.

“Good riding today,” he said. “And you can rest tomorrow.”

There was a wildness in Fellstride’s eyes, and he leaned away from Alder instead of nuzzling into his touch.

“Stop that.” Alder tugged on the reins, pulling Fellstride’s head down to stare straight at him. “I command here, understand?”

The horse snorted and his eyes stayed wide, but he didn’t try to pull away.

“Better.” Alder raised his voice. “Where’s a stable hand, curse you?”

“Here, my lord.”

He spun around to see a girl dressed in Dunholmi blue, only two steps behind him. He thrust Fellstride’s reins into her hand, then strode up the steps of the keep. A dozen of his chosen troop followed him, chainmail jingling and spurs ringing against the stone. Fort Fury had endured for centuries, since these lands had been a place of scattered fiefdoms, through the rise of the so-called Kingdom of Estis, into the days when that upstart land had made itself an empire, and now as part of the province it was always destined to be, the North March of Dunholm, a troublesome land tamed. A building could only endure this long through solid stonework, and Fort Fury was as solid as they came, barely a crack showing between the blocks even after centuries of wear. He should make more use of the place once he had crushed the rebellion. It might be useful to run the North March from a fortress like this, sitting harsh and forbidding astride the trade routes, instead of from the old royal palace, where he was surrounded by the distractions of Pavuno and all the opportunities for trouble the rebels could make there. After all, wasn’t that where this had started, the fake prince and his newly forged ancestral blade, the wilful act of uprising that he had almost reined in before it began?

Fire flared between Alder’s clawed fingers, heat licking his skin. He wouldn’t just beat these rebels. He would burn them to ash and grind their bones, show every feeble one of them what the House of Alder could do. His would be the fury these fools feared and the punishment they deserved.

The great hall of Fort Fury was two floors up from the courtyard, looking out from the castle’s clifftop position to the meadows where roads from five valleys met. A fire was blazing in the hearth, chasing back the cold, and Alder’s closest advisors stood on either side of it, a study in contrasts. Ketley Tur was slender and stooped, his clerical robes bound with an embroidered sash belt that was meant to lend some dignity to the role of chamberlain, but that could only do so much to counter its owner’s skulking, nervous indignity. Captain Brook, on the other hand, was dressed in chainmail and riding boots, with a sabre hanging from one hip and a silver dagger from the other, a shortbow across her back. Beneath her martial gear and blue surcoat embroidered with the white tree of House Alder, she was a deeply average-looking woman, only her muscles and steady stare hinting at the strength beneath.

“My lord, at last.” Tur held his twig fingers toward the fire, then rubbed them around each other. “Were you held up on the road?”

“I was talking with my commanders.” Alder strode to a table in the middle of the hall. “Doing my job. The question is, have you been doing yours?”

The map on the table told him that Tur had not been sitting idle. A selection of wooden counters showed which routes were considered passable and which unsafe in the current weather, as well as where the rebels had been reported in the past month, the past week, even recent days. Alder picked up more counters from a bowl and slapped them down onto the map, marking out what he’d learned on the road.

“Well?” he snapped. Brook had come straight to the table, but Tur lingered by the fire, grasping at a fragment of the warmth that was always in Alder now. “Get over here and show me you’ve done more than sit on your arse.”

“Indeed, my lord, indeed.” Tur reluctantly shuffled over and took a ledger from a stool. “Your main formation is currently supplied with a month’s worth of food, three weeks of fodder, and sufficient arrows to fight two substantial battles.”

“Why only three weeks of fodder?”

“Damp has damaged some of our supplies, and there was an unfortunate incident involving a supply train.”

“Another rebel attack?”

“I’m afraid so, my lord. A small band slipped between our formations at—”

“Enough.” Alder slammed his fist against the table, rattling the counters. “Brook, this is your territory. Find out who failed me and make them feel pain.”

“My lord.”

He didn’t need more than that from her. Brook didn’t waste time on excess words and vague promises, whereas Tur… 

“My lord, if we might discuss the state of—”

This time, Alder silenced Tur with a glare. Could the chamberlain see the fire that Alder felt behind his own eyes? Probably not. It had never taken much to intimidate him, and a hint of this power would have left those robes stained with piss.

“The rebels have deceived us again.” Alder slid counters across the map, then stood staring down at the pattern they revealed. He grimaced at what he saw. “Marching a reduced column north with so much noise, only to send the main force west and seize Hewed. Now Captain Reed’s scouts report that they’ve regrouped and are heading toward Deladale, but I’m not riding into another trap.”

There was a charred smell as he pressed his knuckles against the wood of the tabletop. He made himself step back and sit down, as he would have done before, to reach for the drink that a servant had set out for him. Milk, creamy and refreshing, in his favourite goblet, the one made from his grandmother’s skull. He took a sip and smiled at her hollow eyes, taking inspiration from knowing that she had faced such challenges and beaten them all. He bared his teeth in imitation of hers and chuckled to himself as the two of them stared at
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