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MEGAN DERR

A man needs three people in his life:  someone to kneel before, someone to walk beside, and someone to hold.

~The Holy General
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Prologue
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"This is really it?" 

"Yes," Ingolf replied, smiling briefly. He wiped sweat from his face and neck as they admired the sword, hoping they would be too busy to notice how profusely he was sweating, or mark it to exertion rather than the cold fear he'd felt since this entire thing had begun. 

"I cannot believe it," said Sepp, voice full of awe. "This must be a dream. It cannot be possible." 

"It is very possible, my friends," Ingolf said, satisfaction and pride and excitement beginning to heat his blood now that the fear was fading. "I have done it, and you hold it." 

Pancraz looked at it in wonder, eyes shining even in the dim light of the abandoned cabin they had overtaken for their own use. "The sword of the Betrayer himself," he breathed, as if afraid to give voice to the words. "It looks precisely like the legends say. I thought for sure the reality would not be even half as impressive." 

Ingolf gazed at the sword, seeing again the marble hands which had held it, the carved face which had seemed to stare so coldly at him. That was when the cold sweat had broken out, when those marble eyes had glared at him, and every story he'd ever heard of the Betrayer, Lord General Dieter von Adolwulf, the last Scarlet General to ever serve Kria, flooded his mind. 

He shoved the memory away, dismissed it, because it did not matter now in the least. The sword was now in their hands, and they would use it to drive back the bastards seeking to subjugate them. Most of the country had fallen to defeat, but not all of it. The tiniest chance was still a chance.

They would sooner die than kneel before those filthy bastards. Hopefully the legends of it being able to block magic might be true. If so...they might stand a real chance.

"Did you hear that?" Sepp hissed. 

"Shut up," Ingolf snapped, retrieving his own sword from the floor as he did, indeed, hear something. Boots in snow, trying to be quiet, but nature preventing whoever wore them from being entirely successful. 

Then the door crashed open and hit the floor with a thud as the old leather hinges finally gave in to age and mistreatment. 

Ingolf drew a sharp breath despite himself. In lamplight and moonlight, their attacker was a handsome one. His hair was so pale it looked silver in the dark, and though his eyes were not clearly visible, Ingolf knew they would be just as pale, so too the skin that seemed to reflect the moonlight. 

He was not slight, however, but broad in the chest and shoulders, all but filling the doorway. "Give it back," the stranger bellowed, brandishing a sword that Ingolf was impressed he could properly use. Didn't these people typically prefer smaller swords? He had never met an Illussor who bore a sword equal in size to any Krian sword. 

Intriguing. Drawing his sword, Ingolf motioned Sepp and Pancraz back. "The sword belongs to us." 

"No, it does not," the man said and lunged. 

Ingolf blocked the swing but just barely. Swearing loudly, he shoved the man back and lunged forward and down, retrieving the stolen sword before bolting outside. 

An angry bellowed followed him, and he swung around just in time to block another blow. 

"Stay out of it," he said sharply as he saw his friends moving to join the fray. "Three against one is not fair." 

His attacker sneered. "Well, well, look at that. One of you is trying to play at honor." 

Ingolf snarled and swung angrily, laughing in cold triumph when he managed to slice a wound on the bastard's arm. "Who are you to question my honor? I am guilty of many things, but not dishonor." 

"Stealing sounds a dishonorable crime to me, bastard," the man replied, and the fight was on again. 

"You just let it sit around collecting dust," Ingolf replied, gasping the words out between swings, muscles aching after his earlier exertions, but some part of him thrilling at finding such a worthy opponent even amidst the unhappy reasons for the duel. 

The wound had not slowed the bastard down at all—merely forced him to fight with his left rather than his right. Impressive. Under any other circumstance, Ingolf would defeat him and then fucke him. "You leave it to rot," he continued, "and we intend to use it." 

"Maybe you should accept your days of glory are at last come to an end, and you are getting what you have always deserved." 

"You know nothing about it," Ingolf bellowed. "Your country is not free of taint. Who are you to question me?" 

"I am the owner of that sword, and you will return i, or find yourself returning home lacking both sword and head." 

Ingolf sneered. "No man owns that sword." 

"Return it," the man bellowed again. 

"Prove it is yours and perhaps I'll let you see it one last time before I kill you," Ingolf returned, amused despite himself, enjoying himself though he should be afraid because this man was proving to be his equal. 

The man roared again, pale eyes flashing, and he looked like nothing so much as the moonlight come to life in the form of a fierce warrior. Beautiful. "Prove it? I have nothing to prove to you. I am Erich von Adolwulf, Duke of Korte, direct descendant of the Holy General himself. Return the sword or die." 

Ingolf charged, but it was only later that he admitted to himself that the snow was the only reason he was alive.  He watched in horror as Erich moved, caught a patch of ice, and crashed hard to the ground. There was a cracking sound, a brief cry of pain, and then the Illussor man lay still.

Striding gingerly across the field, not wanting to share the man's fate, Ingolf stared down at the body of the fallen Illussor man, then knelt to examine the head wound he had incurred from his fall on an unseen patch of ice. There was no blood, a good sign. 

"Is he really related to the Betrayer?" Sepp asked as he and Pancraz joined Ingolf. 

Ingolf shrugged. "I would imagine that is not something anyone would claim to be lightly. He did say he was the Duke of Korte, which was the Betrayer's title." 

"What are we going to do with him?" Pancraz asked.

"Take him with us," Ingolf said. "If he has come after us, others will be on their way. That aside, if he really is the Duke of Korte, he will know things about the sword we do not, and it could help us." His mouth tightened as he thought of all they must do, how small a chance they had—no chance, really, if they were resorting to stealing the sword of the Betrayer on the small chance the legends of its resisting Salharan magic were true. 

They needed all the help they could get, unfortunately. If they did not find some way to defeat the Salharan magic waging out of control and overtaking Kria, then by the spring thaw there would no longer be a Kria.

Two Princes

––––––––
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Never let a Krian take you prisoner.


~Beraht von Adolwulf, seventh Duke of Torla
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One
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Erich woke up tied to a bed. 

He knew this chiefly because it was hardly the first time he had been tied to a bed and woken up in that state. The thought stirred an old, bittersweet ache. He let it linger for a moment, a brief distraction, then gently pushed the ache, the memories, back into the recesses of his mind and focused on the problem at hand. 

The problem being that his hands were tied. He tested the rough rope binding them and found they were well tied. Probably by the insufferable bastard who had stolen Bright. 

Although, if that were true, it begged two questions—why was Erich still alive, and why had they kidnapped him? They had the sword, Goddess take them all, what more could they want? That of course brought on a third question: how much did they know?

He would not find answers to his questions while he remained tied to the bed. They had not secured his legs—that must be useful to him somehow. It would have to be, for he had nothing else to work with. 

Now he was paying attention, he could feel they had not removed the dagger he kept in his boot. Either they had not noticed it when stripping him of his weapons—and the boot was not the only one they had missed, the fools—or they did not think it was worth the bother of removing. Definitely fools. 

He hoped they were fools long enough to give him time to escape. 

Grimacing, he began to swing his legs up and then down again, bringing them parallel with his torso, folding himself in half—more difficult a trick at thirty-one than it would have been even five years ago. For the first time in his life he was grateful for all the dancing he had once done and that he kept himself in shape, even if he could be bothered to do little else.

Finally he got his legs far enough over he could wrest the knife from his boot. Letting his legs drop, red-faced and panting a bit, he began to fight with the ropes. Much swearing and half a dozen nicks later, he was free. 

Tearing the remaining rope from his wrists, he cast the bits aside and slowly stood, carefully stretching out all his stiff muscles. He examined the nicks on wrists and hands and decided they would be fine without special treatment. He had done worse to himself in the past, Goddess knew. Someone had already bandaged the wound on his arm, and it somehow had not suffered in his attempts to get free. 

Next he took a closer look at his surroundings. They had stripped him of his cloak and light armor, in addition to his sword and three of his nine daggers. Erich snorted in amusement and quickly retrieved his gear. His hand curled in anger around the pommel of his own sword. Bright, he had to get Bright back—whatever it took. That sword was a holy treasure of Illussor, and he had let the Krians take it! Tits of the Winter Princess! 

He was furious with himself. Livid. It was disgraceful to the Korte lineage, to the name of von Adolwulf, that he had permitted thieves to take the sword of the Holy General. And not just thieves, but Krian soldiers!

Well, no matter. The deed was done. What mattered was that in very short order, he would be undoing it.

So far, the room had been almost too quiet. What sorts of fools were these Krians, to leave him completely unsupervised? That was the work of amateurs, and well they should know it. Well, leave them to suffer the consequences. 

He was in an inn of some sort, to judge by the furniture and the muffled noises coming up through the floor. But an inn where? Somewhere in Kria, to judge by the style, the bedding, the smells of the food wafting up to him. How long had he been unconscious? How far into Kria had they come? Hopefully far enough no one would find him to drag him home again kicking and screaming—though likely they would knock him out and keep him that way. They had learned before the hard way he did not go home politely until he was ready. 

Shaking his head, deciding he had enough time not to race off blindly, Erich took stock. He had no idea where he was, he had no idea where his captors might be—likely in the inn. Unfortunately, he was Illussor through and through. He could not simply go around without attracting notice. He ran a hand through his hair, grimacing. So pale it was nearly white, save when the sun brought out the hints of gold in it. No, he could not go unnoticed through Krian land. He needed to find the sword—find it quickly—and race for the border. 

Easier said than done. Well, a problem was not solved solely by thinking about it. 

First thing was first—he could not continue to wear his present tunic. Moving to the small table tucked into one corner of the square room, he opened his travel pack and pulled out the one spare he carried with him for precisely this reason—sometimes it was better if no one knew he belonged to the Order of the Scarlet Wolf. 

Quickly undoing belts and buckles and lacings, he stripped off the black and scarlet tunic emblazoned with a wolf and moon and pulled on a much plainer tunic of pale blue trimmed in gray. Tucking the scarlet tunic away, he restored his sword belt and cloak, smoothing down the black and gray wolf fur that comprised the hood and top half of the long, heavy winter cloak. 

He sneered at himself as he moved to the door, annoyed but resigned. Who was he fooling, after all? He was angry about Bright being stolen and more than happy to take heads—but he was in Kria. The birthplace of his revered ancestor, the Holy General himself. He had wanted all his life to venture into Kria, even if he had never dared voice that wish aloud. Illussor and Kria were not enemies, per se, but neither were they friends. With the war, it had become even more impossible to explore the home of his ancestor. 

Slowly he pulled the door open, hand ready to draw his sword in an instant—but the sound of a voice abruptly stopped him. 

It stopped him mostly because it was coming, not from the hallway, but from the window on the opposite side of the room—and speaking Salharan. What in the world...? Moving soundlessly to the window, he stopped where he knew he would not be noticed, even by way of his shadow, by those standing outside and below his window. 

Because now that he was closer he realized it was two voices. One was gruff in the way of someone recovering from a recent illness; the other was smooth and rippling, almost pretty. They both spoke as only natives could. Angling just so, he managed to glimpse two shadows cast by flickering torch light. 

You have them both?

Yes, and they will be delivered on time. Tell him to calm down.

You should take him now, before something goes wrong.

That is why you are the lowest ranking. If we take him now, we will have to carry an unwilling man almost forty miles to the border, and then further still to home. If we leave well enough alone, then he will go willingly to within ten miles of the border. From there, it will be easy. Eight days, and the hardest part will be done.

Yes, and that means in nine days Kria will fall.

So get back and tell our esteemed leader to stop fretting. He will get what he wants in nine days.

The voices faded off as the men finished their conversation and went their separate ways. 

Erich narrowed his eyes as his mind raced. Both. Two things. To be delivered, obviously to some leader in Salhara. That could mean anything. Could it have anything to do with him and the sword? No—possibly the sword, but what did Salhara care about the sword of the Holy General? They had never seemed to care before. 

It could not have to do with him, because the men he had fought had not known who he was until he had informed them, and they had not cared once the information was known. No, he had just happened to overhear some bit of plotting which had nothing to do with him. 

Except it was Salhara doing the plotting. Kria and Illussor may not be friends, but they were not enemies either. Salhara was an enemy, even if Illussor worked hard to keep from outright war. Choosing between Salhara and Kria, there was no contest. 

So it would seem his plans were going to have to change, at least until he better understood what he had just stumbled into. What was he going to do, though? He had not the slightest idea where to begin to look for traitor Salharans, and he still had to get his sword back. Traitors or no, he would not surrender that sword permanently into anyone's hands—not Krian, not Salharan. It was bad enough they had taken it from him to begin with. He would get it back. 

He would have to get the sword, then figure out the rest. Or something. What he really wanted was food, but he supposed that would not be forthcoming anytime soon—beyond the bare essentials in his pack, anyway. Heaving a sigh, Erich moved away from the window and back toward the door— 

Right as it was thrown open, and the man he had fought before filled the doorway. They stared at each other a moment in surprise, then lunged at the same time. Rather than swords, cumbersome and dangerous in such tight quarters, they drew daggers. 

The Krian was fast, almost too fast—Erich found himself shoved into the wall, cursing silently, but the Krian was not so fast that he got away with the move unscathed. When they at last came to a halt, Erich shoved into the wall with the Krian flush against him, it was with a dagger to his throat while he prodded the Krian's gut with a dagger of his own. Draw. 

His captor smelled like smoke and snow, a hint of ale and meat. A couple days growth of dark hair gave his face an unkempt but not entirely unappealing look. He was as dark as any Krian, brown hair and eyes of a shade that made him think of trees in winter. Not precisely handsome—too hard and sharp for that—but striking. 

Vaguely familiar, but Erich could not for the life of him think why. He had never seen this man in his life before their first encounter however many nights ago. If they had met before, Erich would remember. The man was certainly no chore to look at, and he was a damned fine swordsman.

"What a clever little Illussor," the Krian said, voice deceptively casual. "Or perhaps cracking your head on the ice managed to knock some intelligence into you." 

Erich pressed his own dagger just the slightest bit harder, feeling the way the man's muscles moved with the threat, the way he tensed to avoid fatal damage should Erich actually try to shove it through his gut. "Give me back my sword, Krian, and you will not have to find out what else I can do." 

"Pretty as you are, I can guess." 

Erich narrowed his eyes at the jibe, but he did not rise to it. Before either one of them could speak, another figure appeared in the doorway. "My lord, how is the pris—" 

The voice made Erich freeze and all but forget his precarious position between wall and knife-wielding Krian. That voice was all he could focus on—gruff, like a man recovering from a recent illness. He stared at the man and remembered there had been three of them when he had attempted to take back his sword. 

So the Krian with the gruff voice was really Salharan, even though he was currently speaking Krian like a native. That did not really mean much, though. Erich himself was speaking Krian just as fluently. Language was one of the few things no one had been forced to tie him to a chair to make him learn. 

Three men, at least one of them was a traitor. That meant that of the remaining two, one was possibly a traitor...and one was definitely going to be betrayed. 

The press of the dagger drew his attention back to his immediate captor, and Erich locked gazes with the dark brown eyes—and knew suddenly, like a blow to the gut, that this was the man being betrayed. He could be wrong, he could be out of his mind. Goddess knew it would not be the first time he'd come up with a crazy, baseless idea. 

But his gut was good. Instinct was one of the few traits he possessed with which no one could find flaw.  This man was going to be betrayed by gruff voice and possibly the other.

Now the real question became how to handle the odd problem suddenly dropped into his lap. He supposed technically he had nothing to do with it. Kria could deal with its own problems. Except...Kria was neither friend nor enemy, and Salhara was a definite enemy. 

And no one deserved to be betrayed by those he called comrades. 

Really, though, who was he fooling? He did not want to go home and be useless and in the way. He did not want to go home, period. Maybe he could do something useful by being dragged into Kria and saving this idiot Krian from himself. 

Of course, that required a plan. He needed to remain with them, without it being obvious he wanted to remain with them. That was the only way to gain more information, because right now he knew just enough to do more harm than good. 

Focusing on the man still pinning him to the wall, Erich asked, "Why do you want my sword, Krian? Surely you have enough of your own?" 

The Krian was frowning at him, obviously puzzled by something about Erich. 

He strove to be distracting, another of his skills, though that one was seldom lauded. Erich eased off his own dagger the slightest bit, ignoring entirely the traitor his captor had signaled to remain where he stood on the far side of the room. "Just give me the sword, my dear, and we can part as friends." 

The Krian shook his head. "Then I am afraid we are enemies. Kria needs that sword more than Illussor." He flashed a grin that was all teeth, an amused predator. "However, dear, I have decided that we need you to go along with it. So you will be accompanying your sword for as long as we need it." 

Erich grunted. That had been easy. "And what happens when you no longer need it or me?" 

"We'll discuss that when the time comes, hmm?" 

"Men will be looking for me," Erich said, because it was true. "They tend not to like it when I vanish for days at a time. Do you want them coming along, as well?" 

The man snorted in amused contempt. "They will not travel to the heart of Kria to search for one idiot Duke." 

Erich decided not to mention that they would, if only because said idiot Duke had once been married to the crown prince of Illussor and so was kind of, sort of a prince by marriage himself. It would take Reni's men days to find him, though, and that would give him time enough to get his bearings and formulate a proper plan. 

"So I'm to be your prisoner?" he asked. 

"Correct," the Krian said. "Any problems with that?" 

"Several," Erich said drolly, but gave up all tension on his own dagger. "However, I feel you will not listen to my complaints." 

"That would be correct." 

Erich smirked. "Then I shall simply offer a bit of advice. If you continue to tie me up, I might think you like me. Stop doing it." 

The man stared at him, so startled it showed plainly on his face—then he burst out laughing and withdrew his own dagger, tucking it away somewhere in the folds of his massive winter cloak. "What was your name, Illussor? I caught only the Duke bit, what with one thing and another." 

"Erich von Adolwulf." 

"So you really are descended from the so-called Holy General? We typically call him the Betrayer, you know." 

"I know," Erich replied. "Who are you, Krian?" 

The man sketched him a short, mocking bow. "I am Ingolf von Dirchs." 

So he was a noble of some sort—and clearly a noble of great importance, if his capture and death would cause the fall of Kria... 

The thoughts churned in Erich's head. Nobility did not have that much power. The country would not rise or fall because of the death of one mere noble.

But a country could be made or destroyed because of a single royal.

Erich suddenly wondered if he was staring at a Krian prince. Of course, that did not entirely make sense. He had met the royal family once, during a very cautious, very tense meeting in which all parties had agreed to politely ignore the other unless violence reached an intolerable level—and they had carefully left the definition of intolerable vaguely defined. 

The royal family of Kria consisted of the Kaiser, the Kaiserin, and their four children—two sons, two daughters. None of them had looked like Ingolf, even if it that been ten years ago. Anyway, he had not heard that the royal family had fallen. Even Salhara would have a hard time keeping that quiet for very long, and if the royal family had fallen, then what was keeping Salhara from taking over? 

Nine days, they had said. That meant someone or something was keeping the Salharans from staking a claim on Kria. Someone or something, and they were bringing along someone—Ingolf, he would stake his life—to the border, there to take him across the border, ostensibly to kill or imprison him. 

So he must be someone important, someone of royal blood. Which meant he must be a bastard or married to one of the royal family like Erich and declared a suitable heir should it become necessary. 

Erich looked Ingolf up and down and decided he must be a bastard. He could be an in-law, even if he did not wear a marriage ring, but Erich's gut said he was a bastard. 

Of course, he could be completely out of his mind and making up tales... but Erich did not think so. 

Ingolf spoke, breaking into his thoughts. "So if tying you up will not work, how does one keep you prisoner?" 

Erich grinned. "No one has been able to figure that out,to date. If you find a method, there are many in Illussor who would reward you handsomely for the secret." 

It was true. His favorite activity growing up had been to get away from whoever was making him stay in a place he did not want to be—which was almost everywhere, just to be contrary. So they had taken to locking him up, tying him, anything they could think of to make Erich hold still long enough to acquire some knowledge, to master some lesson. He had never remained trapped longer than two days. The only one he had ever allowed to tie him up had been Hahn. "Rather than take me prisoner, why not convince me to stay?" 

Ingolf's expression turned hard, distrustful. "What reason would an Illussor Duke have for helping a Krian who stole a national treasure?" 

"We are not enemies, and I want the sword back—and even a Krian is better than a Salharan. The von Adolwulf family has ties to Kria, as well, though I am sure Kria prefers to deny it. I am not opposed to helping you, but you will have to tell me exactly what it is you are doing." 

Ingolf cut the air with one hand in negation. "I do not have to tell you anything, Your Grace. I am willing to take you up on your offer of cooperation, if only because I do not want to keep losing money on rope." He nodded to the cut remains that had bound Erich to the bed. "However, only a fool would trust a man who is two steps from being an enemy. We need the sword to combat the Salharans. As it is your sword, you quite possibly could offer additional information about it. If you cooperate, we will treat you accordingly. If you do not, we will treat you accordingly. That is all you need to know for now." 

"For the moment, I would gladly cooperate for a meal," Erich replied. "We will smooth out the rest as we go, hmm?" 

The words drew a laugh from Ingolf. It was a nice laugh. That he noticed of it shook Erich to the core. To notice a man was good looking was one thing. To notice his laugh was quite another. He had not noticed another man's laugh in five years. 

It was only then he realized that since coming on this adventure, he had started to feel more like his old self. He fisted his hands to still their trembling. In the back of his mind, he heard a more familiar laugh, warm and reassuring, smoothing out the knots and worries clouding his head. It was an old sound, that warm laughter, one that had drawn him in a thousand times or more once. 

Of course Hahn would find this all amusing. 

Ingolf gave him a last cautious look, once more breaking Erich's thoughts, then motioned for Erich to walk between him and his man as they left the room and ventured downstairs to the dining hall. 

Erich idly stroked his thumb over the plain gold and silver band he wore on the second finger of his left hand. The widow's finger. 

Yes, Hahn would be amused by the entire situation. 

Downstairs, he let the smells of meat and ale consume his thoughts. His stomach rumbled with the smells. He focused on the food, ignoring the brief, sudden silence that sprang up as the Krians noticed a full-blooded Illussor in their midst. 

Thank the Goddess he had changed out of his scarlet tunic. The very last thing he needed on top of being ghost-white by comparison was to wear the colors of the army and general declared forbidden ever since the Betrayer turned on Kria to join Illussor after murdering Kaiser Benno. 

Kria obviously did not know their own history. 

"Why are you smirking, Illussor?" Ingolf asked, no real heat in the words. 

"I was just thinking it is a good thing I changed my clothes." 

Ingolf frowned at him as the other man vanished to fetch their food and settled down next to Erich at a small table off to one side of the large room. "Yes, you were wearing the Betrayer's color, the color of the Autumn Prince. It is forbidden. You would have caused a great deal of trouble." 

Erich snorted. "The Holy General's colors, yes. I belong to the Order of the Scarlet Wolf, not that it would mean anything to you. I guess it is what the Scarlet Army was back in those days." He reached beneath the layers of his clothes and drew out a braided gold chain from which hung a pendant—a sunburst made of gold, overlaid by a crescent moon made of silver. "I also belong to the Order of Light." 

Ingolf narrowed his eyes. "It is true, then, that the Betrayer ran away to Illussor with a Salharan whore." 

"He was not a whore," Erich replied coldly, shoving the pendant back beneath his clothes. "He saved our country. He was the Breaker and the Holy General's bonded. Do not besmirch his name in my presence again. To do so is to insult me." 

"Whatever," Ingolf said, dismissing the matter as their food arrived—along with the third man. 

Erich studied them surreptitiously. 

The gruff-voiced traitor was a handsome fellow, if rather slender for a Krian. He was also remarkably fair, both of which made sense if he was actually Salharan—and come to that, the eyes were slightly off, the cheekbones a bit too soft for full Krian blood. He was at least a quarter Salharan, not more than half, which meant he must have grown up right on the border. Erich doubted he would have noticed the Salharan blood if he had not known to look for it. 

He shifted his attention to the second man, who was definitely all Krian—but a traitor or ignorant or the true target? Erich had no way of knowing, not at the moment. The man was dark, skin weathered from sun and snow and battle, not handsome but not plain either. Respectable, Erich decided. Easy to look at, easy to forget, if that was what the man wanted. 

Ingolf motioned, introducing the two men. "Pancraz," he said, pointing to the gruff-voiced man. "Sepp," he said, pointing to the other. "These are my friends and my comrades in arms. Gentlemen, this is His Grace Erich von Adolwulf, Duke of Korte, and he has agreed to accompany us." 

"Right," Pancraz said, clearly contemptuous. "A Krian Duke just agrees to go along with the men what stole his sword. Have you gone soft in the head, Ingolf?" 

"No," Ingolf replied, eyes taking on a hard glint. "I believe him sincere, and I am taking responsibility." 

Privately, Erich agreed with Pancraz's unspoken but plain-upon-the-face opinion that Ingolf was trusting too easily. However, that worked for him, and he would see to Pancraz as soon as it was possible. 

He was not going to think about why he was finding this matter increasingly important, or reminding himself how stupid this was. He had responsibilities, whether he wanted them or not, even if he was unsuited for them. 

But it was too late now. Anyway, he was doing his part for his country by seeing to it Kria did not fall to Salhara. 

Sepp seemed amused. "He'll certainly make the going interesting, pale as he is. We had best keep him out of sunlight and moonlight, else he'll glow and be visible at five hundred paces." 

"Indeed," Ingolf said, snorting in amusement. "How do you lot avoid blinding one another with your paleness, Illussor?" 

Erich rolled his eyes and ignored them all in favor of filling his stomach. "So where are we going, or am I not allowed to know?" 

"You are not allowed to know," Ingolf replied, almost sounding cheerful. 

"You said you thought me sincere." 

"That does not mean I trust you with vital information. You will know only what you must, and I decide what precisely you must know. Sincere does not mean you will not take the first opportunity presented you." 

Though Erich had no intention of going anywhere until he knew Kria would be as safe as he could make it, it would not do to give voice to that thought. "That could certainly be true, I suppose, but I'm not leaving without my sword." 

Ingolf shook his head and drank his ale. 

"How do you come to know Krian so well?" Pancraz asked. "You speak nearly as well as any native." 

"It was one of my many lessons," Erich replied and added, "and I like learning languages. I am fluent in Krian, Salharan, and Welestran, though let me tell you that was damned hard to learn." 

Ingolf replied dryly, "I would imagine there might be some difficulty in learning the language of the pirates." 

"Not really," Erich said with a grin. "Those we manage to arrest with lesser offenses, I offer a pardon on the condition they first study with me for a set period of months, and in that time they also perform some manner of labor. The hard part is just learning all of the language. Criminals of that nature are not given to an extensive vocabulary, and the higher ranking criminals are not fit for pardons, or even conversation." 

Muttering something Erich could not quite catch, Ingolf returned to his food. The group subsided into silence then, focused only their food and ale, until there was scarcely a bone left as they shoved back empty plates. 

"We are moving on tonight," Ingolf said as they sipped their ale. "The snow will not stay gone long, and I want to reach out next destination before it resumes falling and traps us somewhere. You two, go pack up and ready the horses." 

"Aye, boss," the men chorused, promptly standing and departing. 

Definitely a figure used to authority. Erich was growing more and more certain that he was right in his baseless suppositions. 

If he was correct, then why not simply kill Ingolf outright and end the royal line once and for all? The obvious answer was that Ingolf had or knew something that the Salharans needed. 

This little problem was proving to be quite the mystery. 

Erich was surprised he was looking forward to solving it. Despite himself, he had begun to well and truly leave behind the despondency in which he had lived so long. Oh, he had not been as bad as that first year, or even the second, since Hahn's death, but even he knew he was nothing more than a shadow of himself, even five years later. 

Now, for the first time in a long time, he felt like himself again. All because a bunch of idiot Krians had stolen his sword and dragged him into a matter of terrible intrigue. He wondered what, precisely, had triggered the change and added it to his growing list of questions in serious need of answers. 
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Aden grimaced, but did not turn away as the Cobalt General's just-severed head was driven onto a pike in the middle of the courtyard, alongside the rotting heads of the Krian royal family. All of them, from the Kaiser to his wife, and all their children. There were also the bodies of several supporters, strung up to die slow deaths in cages above the rotting heads. 

Even by Krian standards, it was barbaric. 

The royal heads were at least a week old. The bodies swaying above them were older still; it took a strong man several days to die that way. One of them had just been put up that morning, the son of the dead Cobalt General. The unfortunate son was crying, and still wore the bold blue tunic of his father's army. 

Unable to bear the sight, or the fact there was nothing he could do about it, Aden turned away from the grisly sight that had turned the central pavilion into an executioner's playground and made his way back into the city proper. 

So the royal line of Kria was dead and its supporters were rapidly falling. Very little remained now of the once proud nation of Kria. Salhara ached to take it over once and for all, the finest of feathers in its cap—but Kria had taken five of its precious Brotherhood down in the earliest days of the bitter war, and Salhara's power was not all that it should be. 

Nor could they completely defeat Kria, not while too many knew that a claimant to the throne remained alive—not to mention the two missing Generals, who continued to fight from locations unknown. Cobalt had been captured and executed, but Saffron and Verdant remained. 

He wondered if Kria missed having four Generals, and if that fourth might have made a difference. Likely not; the Scarlet had been tainted ever since that long ago betrayal by the Holy General. 

Aden needed to find a way out of the city and report what he had learned to the Queen. At the very least, he needed to get a message out. All his avenues of escape and communication were cut off, however. Those of his contacts who had not fled at the start of the mess were now too terrified to do anything. 

Damn the Salharans anyway. It was times like this Aden really wondered if his ancestors knew what they had been doing when they rid Illussor of magic. 

He needed to get home. His information could not wait. If Salhara took Kria then they would not wait long before going after Illussor. And Illussor would be all too easy to take with a sickly Queen and her only heir a despondent prince-by-marriage who avoid the responsibilities of the throne at all costs. 

Stifling a sigh, he threaded his way through a pack of youths looking too grim for their age and into his favorite tavern. He was heartily sick of Krian food, but enjoyed the beer and atmosphere—or had enjoyed the atmosphere, before it was drowned in anger and depression and fear. 

Once, the Krians had been the mightiest, fiercest nation in the world. Now, they were scared of their own shadows, while the drug-addicted Salharans slaughtered their leaders in a desperate search for the last remaining heir to the throne and two generals who refused to give up. 

He went to the bar to order his food, then carried it to the back of the tavern, tucking himself into a corner that had easy access to the kitchens if an escape was needed, while affording him a position where he could watch everyone without anyone being able to watch him unnoticed. 

Not that anyone had any reason to watch him, but neither was it the time to grow overconfident and careless. He had not gotten where he was by being reckless. 

There was little worth watching, this night. Disconsolate men who obviously had been soldiers and were trying not to be to avoid being found by the Salharan army. Krian soldiers were either forced into new service, or executed on the spot. The Winter Palace and its surrounding city was no place to be right now, least of all for a soldier. 

Aden picked at his food, forcing himself to take a bite here and there. Whatever plan he came up with, he would need his strength. Even if that strength came from sausages and sour cabbage and a dozen other foods of which he was heartily growing sick. He could not wait to return to Illussor and gorge himself on real food. 

Though, he would miss the beer. No one made beer like the Krians. It alone was almost a good enough reason to save them from Salhara. 

Of course, he would not be able to assist in that saving if he could not get himself or a message through to Illussor. Damn it! 

He ate another bit of sausage, hiding a grimace, and pondered his options. He had tried almost everything, so he supposed it was time to resort to those methods he considered his last resort. Whoring might work, if he could find the right soldiers to turn his tricks. Did he have what he needed for that? Aden drummed his fingers on the table as he thought and signaled a bar maid for another beer. 

Well, what he did not have, he could acquire. A night or two of that might turn him up some new avenues to pursue. Men said anything after a good fuck, and Aden could do that as well as he could everything else. 

It would be well worth fucking even the most unpleasant soldier if it led him home, to report to his Queen before running off to his own home, an ancient but still sturdy Fortress overlooking the sea. He could sit on the terrace and watch the waves while his cook served him every delectable dish Aden could coax him into making. 

He was so engrossed in daydreams of home and food, he nearly missed the conversation happening one table over. People were never as quiet as they liked to think, and his ears were trained to pick up even the most innocuous of words—even when he was dreaming of spicy fowl and cream sauce. 

Murmuring thanks for the fresh beer, he kept his casual, disinterested ear and drank in every word the idiots said. 

They were talking about the man just hung up in a cage less than an hour ago—the Cobalt Generals' son. They wanted to break him out, and move him from the city. 

Aden latched on to those words—if they were going to get him out of the city, obviously they had a way out. 

But they couldn't figure out a way to free the man; apparently the plan to get to him before the cage had gone awry. 

Well. Aden knew an invitation when he heard one. 

Picking up his beer, he moved to the group of men and dropped down in the empty seat beside the nearest—and pressed a dagger to the man's gut. They all three stilled, the one with the dagger pressed against him going pale. But they did not fight, odd for Krians, and it said more loudly than anything just how far they had fallen. 

"Friends," Aden said. "I would like to have a friendly discussion. I'm thinking we can help each other out." 

They just glared at him. 

Aden smiled pleasantly, and took a sip of his ale. Then he spoke, far more softly than these men had managed—in Illussor. "Come now, you have nothing to fear from me. The dagger is formality, I promise."

Two of them looked at him with annoyed scowls—they recognized the language, but obviously not the words. The third one, sitting next to him, however, gave a snort of surprise. "One of the pale ones," he said. "What in the name of the Spring Prince are you doing here?" 

"Trying to get out," Aden replied, slipping back into Krian. "I cannot. You seem to have a way. I will put it to you plainly. If I can free your friend, you will take me out of the city with you. How does that sound?" He put his dagger away, to show he had faith in their intelligence. 

The man directly across from him only glared. "Why should we trust you? You are Illussor, but obviously pretend to be Krian. How do I know you have not sided with Salhara? You could be a spy. We are not that foolish." 

"I could be a spy," Aden said with an easy smile. "However, I am only a humble wanderer eager to get home, trapped because I stayed a day too long in your fine city. I want to go home. You want him free. I do not see the problem with this bargain." 

"How do you intend to get him free?" 

"The less said, the safer," Aden replied. Then he gave a long sigh. "I see you do not believe me. Very well, I shall prove it to you. If you want to see me free him, then watch tonight just after the stroke of midnight. I suggest you find a safe place from which to watch. I can save one man; I cannot save four." He smirked. 

The men exchanged looks, obviously unhappy, but every man at the table knew they had no choice. 

"Very well," the man across from him, who seemed to be in charge, spoke at last. "If you mean it, then free him and meet us at the watch tower on the east side of town. One of us will be watching, and if you do anything suspicious, you will be leaving this city, but not in the manner of your choosing." 

Aden acknowledged the point with a gracious nod. "Good sirs." He tossed back the last of his beer, set the empty tankard down with a thunk, threw down a handful of coins, and left the tavern before they could think better of it. 

Outside, he called himself an idiot in every dialect he knew. 

How in the name of the Goddess was he supposed to save a man from a birdcage in the middle of the central pavilion when it was crawling with guards watching over the corpses and heads to prevent the very thing he was going to attempt? 

He prided himself on not being reckless, but every now and again he proved himself a self-deluded fool. 

Well, what was done was done. He had struck a bargain, and he would uphold his end. That in mind, he retraced his earlier steps and made his way back to the pavilion. The crowds had largely died down by that point; those who had born witness to the grisly executions had gone on their way. Only the guards, some stragglers, and a handful of pickpockets and other desperate figures loitered. 

Aden pulled his cloak more securely around his shoulders, pulling up the fabric of the high collar to cover most of his face, adjusting his posture to give the appearance of one of the morbidly fascinated gawkers who flocked to such spectacles like flies. 

He eyed the son of the late Cobalt General, rifling through his memories to turn up a name, wondering if he even knew it. 

A moment later, however, it came to him. Reinoehl von Hostetler. The General's only child, if he recalled correctly, which he always did. Aden examined him as thoroughly as he could without rousing suspicion. Under normal circumstances, he was likely a handsome and striking man. At the moment, he simply looked battered, exhausted, and miserable. Brown hair, touched enough by the sun there was almost some true blond in it, visible even through Goddess knew how many days of grime and lack of bathing. His clothes were just as ragged, torn and bloody and barely fit for keeping him from freezing to death—about the only concession the Salharans made, because freezing to death was too easy. 

He continued to stare, this time taking stock of the birdcage—what most called the atrocious devices. It was barely big enough to hold a man, the bars so close together that little more than a finger could get through. The victim could move just enough to be tantalized by the thought of real movement. But he could not sit, could not even really slouch. There was no comfort, just constant agony until the poor bastard finally died, one way or another. 

Aden looked again at the man within the cage—and drew up short as he found eyes meeting his. They were, shockingly, cobalt blue. What were the odds of that? Krians with blue eyes were a rare thing, and he had never seen a Krian with eyes that vibrant. Even the Salharans, with their glowing eyes, did not have that much force behind them. Aden felt like he'd been kicked in the gut by a horse. 

Dark, chapped and bloody lips turned down in a frown as the man stared at him. 

Then nearby noise drew Aden's attention, and he turned just in time to get cuffed by a guard, who then gave him a kick in the ass and sent him off with a flurry of curses. Aden did not argue the point, not wanting to draw further attention. 

He resisted an urge to look back, to see if those eyes still watched him. Shaking his head, unsettled by the eyes and his reaction to them, he abandoned the main street and wove his way through various smaller streets, until he at last reached the tiny hovel of a room he had rented because it was all a proper wanderer—as he purported to be—could afford. 

In his room, he locked the door and then pulled out the large satchel with which he always travelled—large enough to prove he was a dedicated wanderer without being so large as to rouse suspicions. And it could carry everything he needed, most of the time. 

Tossing aside various costumes, a couple small sacks of various currencies, other miscellany, Aden finally drew out the case he wanted. It was small, of a size to hold jewelry or other such things, made of ebony and seemingly without lock or hinges. 

But he knew how to open it, pressing and sliding with familiar ease. 

Inside, nestled in their pockets of black velvet, were two dozen small crystal vials. Some held pale liquids, others dark. Seven of the vials, lined up neatly in a row, formed a perfect rainbow of colors. Of all his poisons, of the two dozen here and the many more at home, his collection of arcen was easily the most valuable—and the hardest to obtain. He had a scar on his back as testament to that little adventure. 

Not that he ever had much cause to use them, thankfully. He just liked having the arcen in his collection. The greatest drug and poison in the world, and only Salhara itself knew how to turn the arcen flowers into the elixir that gave a nation unmatched magical prowess. 

Sliding his fingers fondly over the vials of arcen, he then dismissed it and focused on what he actually needed, and selected a vial full of a liquid so dark a blue it was nearly black. Perfect. 

Poison was a tricky thing, a very delicate art. Too much, too little could alter the affects and it varied greatly from person to person, use to use. Still, if one mastered it, the effects of certain poisons could be controlled and predicted. 

He held the vial up to the weak light of his feeble lantern, watching the dark liquid within glimmer. This one had cost him nearly as dearly as the arcen, acquired from a handful of pirates who had not been inclined to hand the poison over willingly or easily. 

It was purportedly made from the ink of some vile sea creature. Aden had seen it once, or at least, he had been told that it was the rumored creature. He had not been impressed. 

The poison, however, did impress him. Depending on the dosage, it could do anything from inducing a state of seeming drunkenness to causing the victim to fall dead asleep. For his purposes, somewhere right between the disorientation and the fast asleep would be ideal. Soldiers in a severe state of intoxication would not have the wherewithal to take offense to his breaking a prisoner loose. 

Aden had told them he would do it shortly after midnight, which was of course the perfect time—the guard was lightest then, and they were all bored and eager for their beds or a tavern. A desperate whore eager for any bit of coin would not warrant more notice than a quick way to pass a bit of time, and it would be simple to poison them without harming himself in the process. 

The scheme was almost too simple, and more than a little mad—but it might just work. All he needed were a few minutes to drag himself up the cage, pick or break the lock, and get von Hostetler out of there. Whatever happened after that, he would have to figure out as he went. 

Nodding, decided, he stowed his box of poisons, left the vial on the table, and began to strip. The clothes he wore at present would not do for a whore. 

Unfortunately, playing the whore meant freezing to death. At least he usually had an easy time of it obtaining customers, by way of his rather interesting heritage. One of his ancestors had been a Krian soldier who defected to Illussor to join the Holy General. It gave him a lineage that made him blend in perfectly in either country—and made him slender, dark, and almost pretty. Combined with a host of other skills... well, there were reasons he had once managed to work two months in a high class brothel while gathering dirt on a particular politician. 

Cheap, thin clothes advertised his wares, and a bottle of rotgut he always kept to hand for such purposes added a nice touch of drunken desperation splashed on his clothes and skin. Then he pulled out a small jar filled with a pale, thick cream. This he used to coat his hands. Until he scrubbed it off with a special soap, liquids would slid across his skin like water on glass. This meant he could touch and administer the poison without it affecting him. Another pirate trick. 

He stared longingly at his bed, but if he was going to do this, then he needed to set the act now. The best way to look tired, desperate, cheap, and easy, was to render himself as close to that state naturally as possible. 

It would also give him more time to analyze the pavilion, makes note of the guards, and see just how hard it would really be to scale the scaffold to get at the cage itself. 

Hopefully he would be able to do all that without too many people actually propositioning him. He might be a good whore when the occasion called for it, but that did not mean he enjoyed it. 

Slipping outside, he went in the direction opposite the way by which he had first returned to the room. Looping around the outer streets, he swiftly made his way to the poorer districts of the city, pausing at the edge. Removing his hat, he stuffed it into a pocket of his threadbare cloak and raked out his shoulder-length dark blonde hair. 

It did not take long for people to start eyeing him; some speculatively, others with open hostility as they saw a newcomer in their territory. Most simply ignored him, desperate to avoid one more bit of evidence of all that was wrong. 

The next few hours were not pleasant, but by the time the late hours came around, his goal had been achieved—no one was giving him a second glance, except insofar as to gauge whether or not he was affordable. 

Pretending a certain level of drunkenness as the bells began to toll the midnight hour, he teetered and tottered his way to the central pavilion. He reeked of sweat, sex, smoke, and rotgut, and he did not have to pretend the weariness even a bit. Pausing at the edge of an alleyway, he opened the vial of poison and let a few small drops fall into one specially treated hand. Then he tucked the vial away, and rubbed his hands together, spreading the poison across both of them. 

Balling his hands into loose fists, he stumbled his drunken way in the general direction of the four soldiers stationed around the grisly center of the pavilion. 

"Ho, gentlemen," he called with drunken cheer. "Amazed you've not frozen to death in this cold. I hear told Salharans lose bits to the frost every year." 

One man laughed in unpleasant fashion, as the other three snorted and immediately dismissed one stupid, drunken whore. "Not as many bits are you're going to lose, you don't put some clothes on." 

"Then there'd be too many to take off," Aden replied, smirking, tossing his head so his hair fell just so, and he could see two pairs of eyes already more drawn to him than their duty. He scanned the surroundings, ensuring no other guards were tucked away somewhere, watching the guards on the distant castle walls as well. 

It was a bitterly cold night, however. Even the Krians preferred to bury themselves indoors on such a night. The only guards on duty tonight were those who could not get away with slacking off, such as these fours. The guards on the walls were inside their towers, and they had ducked out of them only to give an obligatory look around when the bells had struck the midnight hour. 

He would have to act quickly from here. One of the two men seemed definitely interested in a distraction. Moving closer, letting his clothes fall open the slightest bit despite the frigid air— 

He nearly laughed as another grabbed his arm. This would be too easy. 

"Go get your coin elsewhere," said a soldier in crude Krian, not quite willing to let his fellows screw around that much while they stood watch. Aden covered the man's hand with his own, just barely getting a finger on a smidgen of bare skin between sleeve and glove. 

"I'll go, I'll go," Aden said to appease him and pulled free. He reached out as he passed the interested man to playfully touch his cheek, spreading more of the poison. "Come and find me when you're off duty, handsome." 

The remaining two men chuckled, while the first looked on in disgust. 

Aden turned playfully away from the man still eyeing him with interest and moved toward the remaining two. He poked one in the chest, smiling teasingly, reaching up to tweak his nose when the man only rolled his eyes. 

The man gently pushed him away—but straight into the other one, who settled a hand lightly on Aden's hip. His breath stank of the rank liquor Salharans favored, as well as a bitter trace of their precious arcen—green, to judge by the faint glow in the man's eyes, just visible in the moonlight. 

Laughing, Aden twisted away and patted his cheek the same as he had the second man. "You should all come and find me, I'm very talented." 

"Not that...talent..." 

Aden held his breath as the words faded off, then looked at each man in turn. They all stood as though asleep on their feet, eyes vacant in the weak available light. It had worked. In an hour or so, they would stir, recalling little or nothing of being all but dead on their feet. They may not even remember him clearly, if he were lucky. 

Wasting no more time, Aden knelt and plunged his hands into a pile of dirty snow, using it to scrub the remaining poison from his hands. Then he pulled out a cloth at his belt, brought for this very reason, and used it to wipe his hands and ensure no trace of the poison remained. 

Then he moved to the nearest main beam of the scaffolding holding the cages, climbing swiftly, and moving along the top beam until he reached the proper cage. Swinging off the beam, he climbed down the cage until he was hanging precariously over the pavilion, with only his hold on the ice-cold metal to keep him from falling to the stones below. 

He reached into his boot and extracted a lock pick—but it proved to be the wrong size, and so he slipped it back into place and pulled another. When he glanced up again, he saw the noise had stirred the prisoner he was attempting to free. 

Aden put the pick in his mouth, and pressed a finger to his lips. 

The man—Reinoehl—frowned, but said nothing. 

It took only seconds to spring the lock, and Aden let himself slip further down along the side of the cage, until his hands were all that bore his weight, and his feet dangled over the stones—but it was close enough to drop, and so he did. Once landed and out of the way, he motioned to Reinoehl. 

A moment later, Reinoehl dropped down neatly beside him. 

Not giving him a chance to ask the questions plain upon his shadowy face, Aden motioned for him to follow and made his way swiftly from the pavilion, weaving his way through the city to the appointed meeting place. 

"Here you are," he murmured as he saw the three men from before step from the shadows. "As promised." 

A hand grabbed his upper arm, yanking him around, and beneath the wavering light of a torch, Aden found himself the captive of jewel-bright eyes. "Who in the name of the gods are you?" Reinoehl demanded. "What have you to do with this?" He glanced over Aden's shoulder to glare at his men. "Tits of the Winter Princess, what have you lot done, and what is going on here?" 

"We could not break you free," one of the men said. "Our avenues were all cut off..." The man's mouth quirked. "And, we obviously do not have his considerable assets and resources." Aden did not turn to look, but he could feel more than one set of eyes crawling up and down his body. He really disliked having to play a whore. "He's definitely not what he says, or anything which he pretends to be—but he got your free, as he said he would, Lord General." 

Reinoehl grimaced and shifted his full attention back to Aden. "Who and what are you?" 

"Nothing but a helpful neighbor, eager to return home," Aden answered in Illussor. "They needed you, I need a way out of the city. We reached an accord."

Eyes narrowed and the grip on his arm tightened to the point of pain. "You will tell me your true reason for being here, or I will kill you," Reinoehl said in perfect, if somewhat stiff, Illussor. 

Aden glared back. "Killing me might not be as easy as you think, General. I saved you. All I want is to get home, that I might tell those who need to know what has happened here. There is no love lost between our countries, but we share a mutual dislike."

Reinoehl sneered. "Illussor has never troubled to dirty its hands before, why bother now?"

"I saved you," Aden said again, voice even, but full of steel. "The least you can do is uphold the bargain struck. All I want is out of this city, Krian. Without me, you would still be in a birdcage, watching as your father's head slowly rotted."

The backhand caught him by surprise, and he was shaken by that—no one took him by surprise. Not like this. Aden wiped blood from his lip with the back of one hand. 

"Do not speak so crassly of such things, you pale-skinned coward," Reinoehl said coldly. "I acknowledge you freed me, and I honor promises made on my behalf. So be it; you will leave the city with us." 

"I need to collect my things," Aden said, slowly lowering his hand, the right side of his face throbbing. "It will only take a few minutes." 

"Fine," Reinoehl said curtly. "We will accompany you, however." 

"Fine," Aden said, mimicking him. He turned away, then turned sharply around again, forcing Reinoehl to take a surprised step back to avoid crashing into him. He held a dagger to Reinoehl's throat. "If you ever strike me again, Krian, I will kill you myself. Learn a bit of gratitude." Then he tucked the dagger away as quickly as he had drawn it and stalked from the square, shadowed by four loudly silent Krians. 

Back at his room, he swiftly climbed the stairs, ignoring it when Reinoehl ordered his men to remain on the street to keep watch. 

Inside, still ignoring Reinoehl, Aden packed up his belongings. He should not be so angry; he had received less for doing more in his life. The life of a spy was essentially one of never receiving proper credit and appreciation for what he did; the very nature of his job required that precious few knew he did anything at all. 

Still, Reinoehl's attitude rankled. He easily could have gotten himself killed rescuing the bastard—and he had known full well that they could have simply tried to kill him and renege on their promise. Betrayal was a way of life in times of war. Aden had taken a great risk. 

Only to be threatened and backhanded and treated like... a common, dirty spy, he supposed, grimacing. Still, a simple 'thank you' would not have hurt anyone. 

Belongings packed, save for a couple of last minute things, Aden stripped out of his whore clothes and quickly pulled on more suitable attire—heavy clothes meant for hard travel and harsh weather, saving for last a fur-lined cloak with a deep hood that would beat off the worst of the snow that would resume falling before too long. 

Shoving his discarded clothes into his bag, he buckled it up and swung it onto his shoulders. He used a bit of leather to tie his hair back, then pulled up his hood and motioned to Reinoehl he was finished and stalked to the door. 

A hand caught his wrist, and Aden immediately jerked free, glaring at Reinoehl from the depths of his hood. 

Undaunted, Reinoehl grabbed his wrist again and used his free hand to shoved back the deep hood. 

Then he dropped his hand enough that he could brush a thumb across Aden's split lip—the one Reinoehl himself had damaged when he'd struck Aden. "I'm sorry," he said quietly, hand sliding away after a moment. "I thank you for saving my life." 

Aden nodded stiffly and pulled his hood back up. "So long as you hold up your end of the bargain, you are welcome." He led the way from the room before Reinoehl could say anything further.
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Remarkably, they reached his cabin in the woods a few miles beyond the Coliseum without incident. Reinoehl had been tense the whole of the trip, running on nothing more than fear and desperation as they fled into the night. 

With a strange Illussor spy by their side. 

He eyed his men, but Bruno, Ebbe, and Henrik were all as silent and tense as he—probably more so, for it had fallen to them to figure out how to get him free and out of the city. 

Spring Prince, he hoped they were able to make it to his fortress with as much ease. First, however, he wanted to eat and sleep. The damned birdcage... his father... Reinoehl closed his eyes as grief and shame and rage washed over him again. He had done all he possibly could, but his best had not been enough. That his father had forgiven him all and begrudged him nothing before they were torn apart did nothing to soothe his agony. 

The Cobalt General was his father; Reinoehl should still be his second, gods damn them all. He did not want his father's mantle, not yet. He had no choice however; his father was dead—all of his family was dead, and he could only be grateful that his father's one boon—that they killed his wife honorably—had been granted. 

He freed one hand from the reins of his horse to touch the hilt of his sword. Someway, somehow, his men had managed to retrieve his sword. Silver and gold wire wrapped around the hilt in an intricate braid with a brilliant sapphire set in the pommel. The twin of his father's sword, save for the words etched into the blade itself. His father's sword had born the timeless vow: For Crown. For Country. For Sword. Reinoehl's sword bore part of an old prayer of the Winter Princess: All things must rest.

Those who did not know the old, familiar prayer, took it for cockiness, arrogance, or a borderline cruel, taunting line—if they had time to read it at all. But the full prayer, which every Krian knew, said: All things must rest, that all things might heal and renew/ Take me, Fair Princess, into the shelter of your cold embrace/That I might cool my heated body, heal my weary soul, and restore my peace of mind. 

For the Winter was the time of rest and mourning, and the Cobalt army bore the snowflakes of the Winter Princess, and they would always love that season best. 

Though, he enjoyed it more when he was properly attired. Hopefully, he would be again very soon. 

Reaching the cabin, he half slid, half fell from his horse, as the last of his spent strength finally gave out. Though his pride chafed, common sense forced him to allow his men to assist him into the cabin. The strange Illussor took over the horses, tending to them with the familiarity of one who knew a healthy horse could be the difference between life and death. 

Inside, his men quickly set to work lighting a fire and preparing hot water for him. Reinoehl could have wept, and might have kissed them in gratitude, if he had possessed strength enough to do either. As it was, he could only stumble to his feet and strip off his clothes, eagerly accepting the soap and razor and cleaning cloths as he hastily but thoroughly washed himself beside the fire. 

He had just begun to dress again, in clean and proper clothes, when the Illussor slipped back inside. Reinoehl studied him surreptitiously as he dressed. The Illussor was definitely strange—he had Krian blood, but that was not terribly strange, really. Thousands of Krians had defected to Illussor in the time of the Betrayer. These days, especially along the borders, it would be nigh on impossible to determine a man's origins. 

However, even with the Krian blood there was something Illussor about him—when he had switched to speaking Illussor, Reinoehl had not been surprised in the slightest. Perhaps it was a certain... delicateness, or something very like that, which marked an Illussor. Salharans had a sort of shiftiness to them he could mark at a thousand paces; no doubt it came from a lifetime of depending upon drugs for things no man really needed. Their need for magic was pathetic, and only such underhanded methods had permitted them to get this far—that, and too many betrayals and that damned plague five years ago which had killed far too many people in Kria. 

If it had affected the Salharans at all, they gave no sign of it, but then again, they were used to having polluted bodies. 

The Illussor turned toward him, and Reinoehl resisted an urge to jerk his gaze away as though he were guilty of something, which he most certainly was not. The man was a spy, not to be trusted, had said those things about his father, and... well, this was a war. Why would a mixed-blood spy be willing to be so helpful for no good reason? 

"What is your name, Illussor?" 

"Aden," the man said. 

Reinoehl frowned. "That is not your full name." 

"My full name is none of your business," Aden snapped. 

"What, are you part Salharan as well? That would explain the murkiness of your motives and the ease with which you deceive." 

"You know nothing about me, Krian," Aden hissed, hand twitching with an obvious urge to pull out that dagger of his again. "My name is none of your business. Come morning, we'll not see each other again." 

Reinoehl was surprised how badly he wanted to believe the man, but he was obviously a spy; deceiving came naturally to his blood. 

What reason did he have to believe that the man would not run to reveal the information concerning the missing Reinoehl to the first Krian he saw now he was free of the city as he had wanted? Nothing, save his own odd desire to believe, which was no reason at all. 

He turned away from Aden to finish dressing, smoothing down the pale gray leggings and ankle-length under tunic, over which he now pulled a dark blue tunic, embroidered along the cuffs and ends with snowflakes. Three large, intricate snowflakes spanned his breast, woven from white and silver thread. His boots were high, made of polished black leather, and over all he settled a blue cloak trimmed and lined in steel-gray fur. 

His hair was mercifully clean, though it needed a trim that would have to wait. Brown, with blue eyes, the spitting image of his father, and every other man of von Hostetler blood, proud holders of the position of Cobalt General since the previous family to hold it had been murdered by the Salharan assassin whore who had worked alongside the Betrayer. 

"Here, General," Henrik said, stepping forward to give Reinoehl a small velvet bag. 

He knew what it contained before he even opened it. Three rings were inside, along with an envelope sealed with unmarked wax. The letter within, he knew, would be written in code. His father telling him all that he needed to know; these things would have been given to one of their men right before capture, on the chance this worst possible outcome came to pass. If he had died alongside his father, the bag would have been kept to pass on to one of the other Generals should they ever be found. 

All three rings were generations old, gifts from the late Kaiser's great grandfather to his Generals, after they had taken a particularly successful victory from the Salharans. One ring for each General, though one had only been symbolic and meant to be cast into the fire as a show of apology to the wronged Autumn Prince whose banner no longer flew high and proud amongst the armies of Kria. 

One ring was the royal ring—as badly sought by Salhara as Prince Ingolf, who by rights should now be wearing the ring. It had been tasked to the Cobalt General to see that the ring reached the Prince, but so far no one had been able to find him. 

Of the remaining two rings, one now belonged to him. Grief washed over him all over again as he slid the silver ring set with a large, square sapphire onto his right middle finger. He was the Cobalt General now. 

The last ring was that which should have been cast into the fire generations upon generation ago. But his own honored great-grandfather had been a pious man, deeply devoted to his Winter Princess and the other three. He had never liked the banning of the Scarlet Army and had believed with his last breath that Kria would live in shame until it reinstated that lost General. 

So he had managed to keep the ring and hold on to it and protect it until... something changed or happened; it was one more duty of the von Hostetler line, the Cobalt General. 

Personally, he had always thought his grandfather just wanted to be Scarlet himself; that most infamous army that had been feared by the world until its last General abandoned Kria to work for the old deceivers. 

Shaking his head, he examined the glistening ruby set in gold one last time, before slipping it back into the velvet bag and tucking the bag away inside his tunic. 

Then he opened the letter, and read it in silence, breaking down the difficult code only because he had been doing it his entire life. 

When he was finished, he cast the note into the fire and stood contemplating the flames for a long time. Finally, he made himself speak, hand resting lightly on the hilt of his sword. "We leave at dawn," he said. "We are heading east." He turned from the fire and sought out Aden. "A few hours riding will bring us to a small town. From there, you should be able to swing safely south back to your home." 

"I have no intention of betraying you," Aden said quietly. "It's easy enough to see that is what you fear. I told you, I want only to go home and tell my Queen what has happened here. Illussor has no desire to see Kria fall to Salhara. Neither of us will benefit from their victory. So far as I am concerned, General, you and I never met, never saw each other, never knew one another existed." 

"My father was caught, tortured, and killed because of a deep betrayal," Reinoehl said curtly. "If I cannot trust my friends and comrades, why should I trust a man who comes from a land that is careful to always keep its pale skin free of smudges?" 

Aden laughed softly, hair falling across one cheek as he shifted his head just enough to stare into the fire himself. "A man once said, 'when friends become enemies, is it so strange that enemies might become friends?'"

"Only an idiot would say such a thing." 

"Indeed," Aden replied, laughing all the harder. "A Krian would certainly think it foolish, since in your eyes anyone who is not a friend must be an enemy. An ancestor of mine said those words. He fell in love with his greatest enemy, as it happens. They are buried together in the royal crypt; a high honor in Illussor." 

Reinoehl shrugged. "I do not care. You will ride with us tomorrow; if I decide you are no real threat, I will let you live. If not, I will kill you." 

"Killing me is not so easy a thing as you might think," Aden said, pretty eyes as hard and cold as the icicles hanging from the roof. "You took me by surprise once, General." He reached up to touch fingers lightly to the livid bruise marring his right cheek. "You'll not do it again." 

"We shall see. Now, we sleep, for we must leave in only a small handful of hours." 

He set Ebbe to stand watch, then waited until the others were all bedded down before lying down himself close enough to the Illussor to hear any suspicious movement, but not so close he would not have time to react to any threat upon his person. 

Then he forced himself to sleep despite all the thoughts overcrowding his mind, knowing he would need whatever rest he could get—the next several days were going to be filled with hard travel all while avoiding recapture. If even one General fell, any chance of salvaging Kria would fall with him. 

A hard shake woke him all too soon, and Reinoehl resented it wholly—but his life was not one of soft beds and gentle nights, as much as he might wish it so. Dragging himself up, he righted his clothes, settled his sword, and ordered his men to ready themselves. 

He studiously ignored Aden, not knowing what to do with the man beyond watch him. He would be grateful when they saw the back of the bastard. It probably would be easier to simply kill him and be done with it... but he had already taken too many lives, and a few of them he had believed to be his friends. Even Bruno, Henrik, and Ebbe he could not trust entirely, though it would ease him greatly to know he could trust someone. Regardless, he did not kill until he had to—taking a life was no pleasant task, and he grew increasingly weary of it with each passing day. 

There was no help for it, however. 

Outside, he pulled up the hood of his cloak. It limited his sight, but he could not afford to be recognized. No Krian who saw him would give him away, or so he continued to hope despite evidence to the contrary, but there were too many Salharans afoot. Really, he should not be wearing the garb of the Cobalt General at all—but there were some points on which he would not fold, no matter what. 

When everyone was mounted, he gave the signal to move out, putting Ebbe on point and motioning for Henrik to take up the end, putting himself, Aden, and Bruno in the center. All had swords ready to be drawn in a moment, though he hoped that their journey would be a peaceful one. 

They rode briskly, but not so quickly they would arouse suspicion if they were met by those who had reason to be suspicious. He glanced at Aden, who had not said a word since rising. His cheeks were red with the cold where they were just visible within the depths of the hood of his cloak. He rode well, and obviously knew how to use the sword he wore easily at his hip. Did he know how to use it well, though? 

Not that Reinoehl particularly cared, except insofar as Aden's words from the previous night remained with him. To judge by the anger in it, his odd Illussor was not used to being taken by surprise. Reinoehl felt strangely pleased that he had managed to do precisely that, even if it had been by way of violence. If he did decide to kill the Illussor, to how much trouble would he have to go to see the deed done? 

The sound of other horses snapped his attention back to the road, and he tensed, ready to draw his sword in a moment. 

As the newcomers rounded the corner, he realized too late that every last one was a Salharan soldier carefully dressed to look Krian—but they had been speaking in their native language, and that was their mistake. 

Then everything turned loud and wild and bloody, as the Salharans struck with their unmatched weapon—drawing weapons with energy and words in a way Reinoehl had never been able to comprehend, slicing skin merely with their will, causing his horse to go mad with fear and pain. 

Bringing his horse to rein only by effort of will and years of experience, he charged the Salharans, cutting down one even as he heard a terrible scream from Henrik, saw Ebbe tumble from his horse— 

Saw the Illussor spy run off, vanishing around the curve. 

He slid from his own horse as the world calmed again, holding a hand against the worst of his cuts, going to each Salharan soldier and ensuring they were well and truly dead. 

Then he took stock of his own men—Henrik was dead, Ebbe badly wounded, Bruno nothing more than scrapes. He knelt before Henrik and rested a hand on the blood-soaked chest. "Walk with the Autumn Prince, my friend, and find peace in the arms of the Princess." Then he stood, and looked on as Bruno patched up Ebbe as best he could. "The Salharans should not be skulking about here, unless they were looking for us—or someone else." 

Bruno grunted. "They could be looking for His Highness; they must fear he will attack them any day to reclaim his birthright. Not to mention that Saffron and Verdant remain free—they will be out in droves." 

"But not around the coliseum; they hate this place," Reinoehl muttered. "I underestimated them, and it cost Henrik his life." He felt tired, and unfit—he was not his father, gods take it, and he proved that more and more with every failure. 

Snarling in rage, he looked about for something to focus on. "Where did that cursed Illussor go?" 

"He chased after one of them," Ebbe said, gasping the words as Bruno finished tending the nasty gash in his leg. 

Even as he finished speaking, Aden returned, coming slowly around the bend, blood staining his clothes, a small splash of it on one cheek. "We need to hurry," he said. "I killed one, but I do not doubt these woods are crawling with more, and by now they would have been informed of your disappearance." 

"They cannot believe that I actually managed to get out of the city," Reinoehl said, frustrated. "Tits of the Winter Princess!" 

Aden shrugged. "Salhara is nothing if not ruthless; I think they have proven that. They depend on poison to give them power; what would people like that have to fear?" 

Grunting, Reinoehl helped Ebbe into the saddle, then mounted his own horse. "Then gods damn discretion. We go deeper into the forest, and we ride as hard as possible. If you fall behind, you get left behind." 

He said nothing more, simply charged ahead, around the curve in the road. There he saw a tethered horse, and a dead man sprawled in the woods—Aden had indeed run off to kill a soldier that might have otherwise gotten away. 

A short ways down the road, he abruptly abandoned it to plunge into the thick woods, trusting to his memories and knowledge to ensure they did not get lost. If he kept true, they would make the village that was their destination in twelve hours—two hours later than he would have preferred, but it was better than risking another battle. 

He had not thought they would think to look for him outside the city so soon—it made more sense that he would hide within the city walls, and amass forces secretly that way. That aside, the Salharans loathed the coliseum. The first they had done after freeing their own there had been to destroy the ancient building. Even now, the smell of smoke lingered, where it had burned all but the stonework, which would probably be taken apart once the warmer weather arrived. 

The going was rough, between the dense forest, the hard pace, and the snow that began to fall halfway through the journey, and slowed them down. They stopped to rest the horses only just enough they could keep pushing on. 

Dark was falling when they finally broke free of the forest just over fourteen hours later. Only the moonlight guided them as they made their way wearily across a last stretch of field to the village they had worked so hard to reach. 

Once there, he led the way to a house at its very edge, the little home of an old man who had long been faithful to his family—and whom so far had not proven to be a traitor. 

Reinoehl dismounted and strode to the door, knocking briskly three times, pausing, then knocking four times more. 

The door opened to reveal a wizened old man with frizzy white hair and burn scars over most of his face. "Old man," Reinoehl greeted. 

"Lord General," the old man replied and opened the door to gesture them all in, shutting it firmly behind them. "You made it out, I am happy. Your father rests easy to know that you are safe and have taken his place. I am sorry for your loss, Lord General." 

Reinoehl waved the words away, not interested in hearing his failures treated as praiseworthy. Too many mistakes, and he just kept making them. "No one has come looking for us?" 

"No," the old man replied. "Even if they did, they would not get much out of a half-mad old man." He grinned, then walked slowly to the fire. "Tea? Ale? There is also food on the table. Eat, regain your strength, you will have to ride quickly, before they come this far in their search. Henrik fell, then?" 

"Yes," Reinoehl replied tersely, and motioned for Ebbe to sit at the table. Cutting away the man's clothes, he examined the nasty magic-caused gash himself. It was a miracle the man had lived this long, especially given the hard ride. 

Calling for supplies, lips pressed into a tight line, he focused on cleaning, stitching, and wrapping the wound, ignoring the weak protests that it was not the General's duty to tend trivial wounds. His father had always said he had his mother's touch for healing, and that he should use it, not neglect it—so use it he would. 

When he was at last satisfied his man would live, and heal well, Reinoehl sat back and asked for the ale to be brought. 

He was startled when it was Aden who pressed a cup into his hands, and more surprised still when the man sat next to him beside the fire. 

After a moment of silence, he finally said, "You probably changed our fates today, by killing that man who nearly got away. I thank you." 

Aden shrugged, mouth quirking in a rueful smile. "Well, I had no desire to be hanged as a Krian." 

"There are worse fates," Reinoehl said dryly. 

"True, I could be hanged as a Salharan." 

"Somehow, I doubt they will make that mistake." 

Aden's rueful smile turned into a grin of pure, triumphant mischief. "They have before; they could again if I so wanted." 

Reinoehl lifted one brow at that, but only took a swallow of ale in lieu of replying. Why in the world would an Illussor venture into Salhara? What sort of games did the Illussor play? The man must be bold indeed, to play such dangerous games. He never understood such people, who could lie and deceive as though it were all some children's game. "I think it is a good thing you are not Krian," he said at last. "If you were, you would deeply trouble the person for whom you named your sword." 

"My sword does not have a name," Aden replied, smile returning to rueful, and Reinoehl almost thought he saw a hint of sadness in it. 

He frowned, confused. "I was not aware the Illussor named their swords..." 

Aden laughed. "After the Breaker destroyed our ability to use magic, the Holy General taught us to fight in the Krian style. We picked up many of the Krian traditions surrounding their art." 

"The Betrayer taught such a thing, when he himself never had a name for his sword?" 

"But he did name it," Aden replied. 

"For his Salharan whore, you mean?" Ebbe asked from the far side of the room. "Everyone knows that story, but I had not heard he was actually so desperate for a name he took the name of a whore." 

Aden only continued to smile, but Reinoehl could see the menace in it. "Do not insult the Breaker again in my presence. You will find that all of Illussor takes great pride in him and the Holy General. We do not take well to hearing them maligned. Let us call it a cultural difference, and change the subject. Does your sword have a name, General?" 

Reinoehl wondered if Aden was leaving the 'Lord' off on purpose, and decided he was, but he honestly did not care. He was not entirely convinced he deserved the honorific. "No," he said quietly, "my sword is not named." 

Likely it never would be, because how was he supposed to have time for such things when he could not even manage to stay alive without the assistance of a foreign spy? Despair clawed at him, made every breath a burden, every heartbeat a chore. Would that he had died, and his father had lived—then Kria would stand some chance. 

But giving up was not an option, not so long as he breathed. He finished his ale, and finally motioned for someone to bring him food. Eating did not much interest him, but he needed to keep up his strength. It would take them almost two weeks to reach the Fortress of Eis, deep in the mountains that had always been where the Cobalt Generals most often served—a land almost always buried in snow, a place considered harsh even by Krian standards. 

He missed it, missed the sense of familiarity that came from being there, the intimacy that came from knowing a place better than any breathing person—and that thought brought another wave of sadness, because his parents had known it better than anyone. The Fortress of Eis was their home, and they had been the ones to complete recent renovations at it, using the family coffers to do so when the Kaiser would not authorize funds. 

Every now and then, he wished his sword had a name. Most days, however, he was glad it did not—no lover would tolerate being named for the sword of a man who failed so abysmally at so much. He had not even been able to take his father's head and see it was properly buried or burned. No, it would remain there to rot away into nothing, to become an unrecognizable skull until it was finally tossed away like so much garden rot . His mother would have wept. 

But he could not wallow in self-pity and shame. He was alive, and he was the Cobalt General now, so onward he must go—and just hope he learned from all his mistakes. 

Which meant they must leave soon, and use the dark to their advantage. "Rest up," he said to his men, "and make certain we are well stocked on food and water, for we will be stopping only for the horses." He turned to look at Aden. "I would imagine you want to be leaving soon, yes?" 

"Am I being kicked out already?" Aden asked, obviously unperturbed by the words. He finished his own ale, and set the empty cup next to the stool on which he sat. "I do not suppose you will leave me some way to contact you, to let you know I am no traitor—or that assistance is being offered you?" 

Reinoehl reached out and grabbed one of Aden's hands, turning it in his own, fascinated by the skin as fine as china, so delicate looking it seemed as though not even the sun would dare besmirch it. He might have Krian blood, but he was unmistakably Illussor. "Assistance?" he asked with a sneer. "The Illussor dirty their hands by becoming directly involved in a war? Your hands are far too pretty for anyone to approve you dirtying them in a proper fight, pale skin." He dropped the hand and stared into the hard brown eyes glaring at him. 

They were the color of cinnamon, he noticed, surprising himself. Fine ground cinnamon, his favorite spice, though it was costly, and he had not purchased it since the intermittent battles had turned into full-fledged war. Cinnamon eyes and hair like honeycomb. Perhaps he was simply hungrier than he thought. 

"My hands are dirtier than you might think," Aden said quietly, voice somber for all that his eyes bespoke an urge to pull his dagger. "I do not fight and kill your way, but I do fight and kill. Illussor needs to be protected the same as any other country." 

"So you do it by slinking around, lying and deceiving, cheating and killing in the dark? What honor is there in that?" 

Aden smiled a mirthless smile. "We all do what we must, regardless of what others think. I do what others can't or won't, and my actions have helped ensure that Salharans do not live in my palace." 

Reinoehl bit off a snarl, knowing full well he was being goaded. "I will never trust a man who lives on lies, no matter how beautiful or persuasive or seemingly helpful he might be." 

"That is, of course, your decision to make," Aden said, voice icy. "I will never again help an ungrateful wretch too busy hating himself and everyone around him to realize the enemy he perceives might indeed be a friend." He stood up, knocking his cup over in the process. "Thank you, General, for taking me out of the city as per our bargain. May we never trouble one another again." 

With that, Aden stalked to the door and left, gone as silently as he had first appeared, dangling from Reinoehl's birdcage as though it were the easiest thing in the world to do. 

Biting back more curses, Reinoehl wondered if he was doing the right thing—or if perhaps the bastard was right, and he was doing the wrong thing. How had the dratted Illussor said it? When friends become enemies, is it so strange that enemies might become friends?

Standing up, he stalked to the door and yanked it open, slamming it behind him before continuing to stalk across the small yard to where Aden was preparing his horse. 

"Perhaps you are right," he said stiffly. 

Aden paused, but did not turn around to look at him. 

"I have tried to do the right thing many times, and it always winds up being wrong," Reinoehl said heavily, wondering why he would say such a thing to the very last person he should. "So, perhaps the seemingly wrong is actually the right. You seem as though you should be an enemy, so perhaps..." 

At last Aden turned around, arms sliding from the saddle he had been strapping in place, and gave one of his soft, quirky smiles in the dark. "So perhaps we might be friends. I promise you, Lord General, I want only to save my own people. Letting Salhara have Kria goes against that want. I would help you, if you would but let me. Tell me how I might contact you, if I must." 

"It is a dangerous thing, to let anyone know where we hide," Reinoehl said quietly, so that his voice would not carry farther than the two of them. "No one knows where we hide, save the three of us and those few others who must know. However, there are ways of letting us know things. If you seek to find me..." He thought a moment, then reached into the depths of his cloak, sad and relieved all at once when he found that what he had put in a secret pocket, remained there still. 

He drew out the necklace, and cupping Arden's hand, tipped it into his palm. "Show this at the Fortress of Eis, and say you want to see me." 

Aden smiled—really smiled, with nothing else to color or shape it. Reinoehl realized it unsettled him, and did not like that one bit, especially as he could find no good reason for being unsettled. Then again, the man was a professional deceiver—surely that was reason enough to be unsettled by anything that made him happy. 

"I will see you again, then, Lord General. I hope when that time comes, I shall have good news for you. Stay alive until then; I did not save you only for you to get your fool head lost anyway." He swung up into the saddle, and tucked away the necklace that had once belonged to Reinoehl's mother. "Farewell, and may the Gods favor you." 

Reinoehl waved, and watched him ride off, then turned and went back into the small cabin. 

There, he moved to join his men at the table. "We must leave as soon as possible," he said. "However, we are not all going to the same place. Ebbe, you cannot push on with that leg, not at the hard pace we will be traveling. You will rest here a few days, and do what you can to ensure those polluted bastards lose our trail, should they happen to find it." 

Ebbe's mouth tightened with obvious displeasure, but he only gave a terse nod and said, "Yes, Lord General." 

Nodding in reply, Reinoehl turned to Bruno. "The last information we had concerning His Highness, he was headed south. He was last seen at the village of Grimmel. Find him, and bring him to me—by force if you must. We must secure His Highness before the Salharans find him." 

"Where are you going, Lord General? Will you be taking an escort? You should not travel unprotected." 

"I am safer alone, because no one would dare to believe a General of Kria would travel unprotected. I am going to plot the fall of Salhara, be it one way or another. I expect to see you both—and His Highness—at the Great Pass in not more than two month's time, and not more than one month would be better. Am I understood?" 

"Yes, Lord General!" 

Reinoehl stood up. "Then we go."



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Four



[image: ]




Ingolf fervently hoped that he was doing the right thing. He knew he was, though, even if doubts tried to plague him. If the Generals hoped to defeat Salhara once and for all, they needed some edge over the arcen that had already destroyed so much. Not knowing how to combat the magic was one of the main reasons Kria was falling; the only thing crippling them more was the number of people lost to the plague that struck five years ago.

Only one person had ever possessed anything which could resist Salharan magic, and that had been the Betrayer, who legend held possessed a sword which had been made with arcen.

He had not really believed it, though he had pinned all his hopes on the veracity of the legend. But now  that he held it, he could see the arcen in the blade whenever the light struck it—a rainbow shimmer and sheen that no metal contained naturally. Not of this nature. Ingolf ran a thumb over the red jewel set in the pommel, a ruby worth a tidy fortune. 

All in all, it was a beautiful sword—a masterpiece.

It was truly a pity that the man who had wielded it had been unworthy. Thanks to his betrayal, there was no longer a Scarlet Army. The Autumn Prince no longer had a banner flown in his honor, and an Army to fight in his name. Reinstating it was not so simple a matter, not with the taint hanging over it. Someday, perhaps...if they survived the war, he would definitely work toward restoring the Scarlet so that Kria once more had four armies to protect it.

"You can stop looking at my sword like it belongs to you," Erich grumbled from where he lay on one of the two beds. "Bright is my rightful property and I will not return to Illussor without it."

"Bright?" Ingolf asked, taken aback. "The sword has a name?"

"Of course it has a name," Erich replied, looking at him like he was an idiot. "Why would it not have a name?"

Ingolf said nothing, not really interested in getting into what would only prove to be an argument. But he found it hard to believe the Betrayer had named his sword for anyone.

Erich broke into his thoughts by asking, "Are you certain we should leave your men alone? What if something goes wrong, and we find out too late?"

"What's the matter, Illussor? Afraid a Salharan might jump out of the shadows and bespell you?" Ingolf asked with a smirk.

Erich rumbled something Ingolf did not quite catch.

Refusing to be provoked into asking him to repeat it, Ingolf returned his attention to the sword. The most fascinating part about it was the way it resembled the sword now traditionally carried by the Kaiser—the sword that had been carried by Kaiser Benno, before the Betrayer killed him, the sword that should be his, and would be his, as soon as he reached the Saffron General, who held it for him.

Gods, he was Kaiser now. The last he had heard about his family, they had been arrested and set for execution. He had barely gotten out of the city in time—and only under protest and necessity, for he had loathed leaving them all to die while he lived. He had been the only one not captured, however. There had been no choice, because the Krian throne must be preserved at all costs and he was probably all that was left. 

Were they dead? His father? His half-siblings? Had they died honorably, or had they been tortured on display before being strung up or their heads driven onto pikes? 

It made his stomach knot to think of it, made it hard to draw a deep breath. There had been no great love lost between himself and his father, but he had liked his siblings well enough, and the Kaiserin had always treated him respectfully, if warily. 

Ingolf had tried to reassure her, more than once, that he had never wanted to usurp the throne that should have been his, had he only been born legitimately. He much preferred being a bastard, and one with no chance at the throne. But the throne he had now, if only he could drive back the Salharans who currently tried to occupy it. Not that they would entirely succeed, not while he lived. Kria could be made to obey, but they would always wait with swords at the ready, for him to reappear and drive the Salharans out.

And he would do it, just as soon as they had the leverage they needed to beat back the arcen evil that had always been Kria's greatest nemesis. 

Sighing softly, he turned to look out the window, watching the relentless snow. Three days, now, it had snowed too heavily for them to travel. They had barely made it into the village safely, and had been stuck there ever since. Even when the snow stopped falling, it would be damned hard getting through the mess to their next destination.

He ran a thumb along the shimmering blade, drawn again to the way the colors in the metal shimmered from deep within. His own personal sword was an exceptional blade, but it was nothing like this one. He reached out idly to touch the pommel of his own sword, simple metal shaped to a fine point, four sides, each marked with an old rune that represented the four gods. A sword with no name, because even if he had a lover, he would not feel right naming his sword when so many were dying alone and afraid around him. 

The sword of the Betrayer had to help, one way or another. If they failed to make use of the magic-resisting properties it was said to possess, perhaps it could be used some other way. He simply did not know, and that was the worst part of all. He was tired of not knowing, of not doing—even this mission seemed reckless and pointless at times.

Hopefully his Generals were still alive, and preparing to put their plans into action. If they could find ways to resist the magic more, the plans would stand a better chance, but better to die fighting for freedom than live to surrender it. 

Turning away from the window and sword, he glanced at his unusual companion. Of all the outcomes he had anticipated, that Erich would join them willingly had not been one of them. Erich von Adolwulf was a puzzle, to be certain. 

He looked to be around Ingolf's own age, though that was a hard thing to gauge. Still, if he was a day past thirty, he would be surprised. Thinking of age suddenly reminded him of something. "What is today?"

Erich stirred on the bed, lifting his head up to reply, "By your reckoning, three days past the Winter Moon. Why?"

Shaking his head, Ingolf laughed softly to himself. He was thirty-one today, and had not even realized it. "Nothing of import." He continued to watch Erich, constantly drawn despite himself to his pale, strange beauty. So much white, offset all the more by his dark clothes, the dingy room. He almost looked as though he were made from the snow falling relentlessly on the other side of the window.  Illussor were exceptionally fair by  nature, but Erich carried it to a new extreme. 

Ingolf found in difficult to tear his eyes away, even when he knew he should not be thinking such thoughts, not when so much rest upon his shoulders, not when his country was a breath away from falling to Salhara...but he was only a man, after all, and there was no harm in admiring so long as that was all he did. 

A glint of metal caught his eye, and he saw that Erich wore a ring on his left hand. That was a marriage ring, in Illussor culture, was it not? Ingolf was surprised by the disappointment that flitted through him. "You said people were looking for you?"

"Yes..." Erich said, sitting up, raking a hand through his pale hair and yawning widely. "They do not like it when I go gallivanting off."

Ingolf looked at him in amusement. "If you are married, I can see where a wife might find vanishing acts annoying."

Erich looked at him in surprise, then glanced down at his ring. He smiled sadly when he looked up again. "Oh, no. My spouse is dead—he died five years ago of the plague, along with too many other people."

"Oh," Ingolf said, feeling wretched. "I am sorry, that was unforgivable of me."

"Not at all," Erich said. "You could not have known." He held up his left hand, and tapped the ring he wore on his second finger. "If I were married, it would be this finger," he tapped the empty third. "The second finger, we often call the 'widow's finger' since that is where those in mourning wear their ring."

Ingolf nodded, but still felt awful and awkward. A widow's finger—that was something his siblings probably would have known, but he had not managed to pick up. All his lessons had been acquired here and there, as he picked things up traveling, or was occasionally permitted to attend some special function, the few occasions he spent time with the higher ranking army officials as he grew older. He had never received formal schooling, so the finer points like widow fingers were not known to him.

Yet he was going to be Kaiser. It would certainly be interesting; hopefully his officials were better trained than he, and could impart that knowledge. He did not want to win one war only to start another by being unintentionally rude.

Then something else that Erich had said finally struck him. "You said 'he'," Ingolf said, the words spilling out in surprise before he could hold them back.

Erich laughed. "Yes, I did. I forget such things are illegal here."

Ingolf shrugged. "Illegal, yes, but that does not mean it is not done."

"True," Erich said, still smiling, looking amused by some private jest.

Scowling, not liking the feeling that he was being mocked, Ingolf turned away from Erich and resumed staring out at the damnable snow. He wanted to be pressing on, reaching the village where they most needed to be, not sitting here exchanging awkward conversation with an Illussor who found him amusing because he obviously knew nothing of Illussor culture.

"So what is it you hope to gain by stealing Bright?" Erich asked after several minutes of ringing silence. 

Ingolf looked at the blade again, stroking the cold metal. "According to various accounts, his sword could resist Salharan magic."

"Because of the arcen in the blade?" Erich said. "I have heard that before, in historical accounts." 

"Oh?" Ingolf asked eagerly. "That is why we wanted you as well, once you showed up. You must know all the sword's secrets, if you are its present owner."

Erich frowned...and Ingolf felt something wither as he shook his head. "No one really knows anything about that sword. It was made by the Holy General's father, arcen was involved in its making—but by all accounts, even the Holy General himself did not know that until Lord Beraht pointed it out. But the secrets of its making died when the Holy General's father died. No one ever knew how he did it, and obviously they could not return to Kria to see if someone else might know."

"But—you're his direct descendant!" Ingolf protested, refusing to give up. "You said so yourself, how in the name of the Gods can you know nothing?"

"We revile magic," Erich said unhappily. "The Holy General especially wanted nothing to do with it; he never cared that his sword had arcen in it, and refused to look into the matter. Lord Beraht and their friends respected that wish, and the matter died entirely when he passed away. I'm sorry."

"No!" Ingolf bellowed, slamming his fist into the wall, barely missing the window itself. He cast the swords aside and rose, stalking across the room to grab Erich by the front of his tunic, shaking him hard. "You must know something, you pale-skinned bastard. There must be a way to learn of its making, how it works. We need that secret!"

Erich only stared at him in obvious misery.

Ingolf let him go and shoved, refusing to feel guilty about the way he tumbled from the bed and landed with a thud on the cold, wooden floor. He raked his hands through his hair, and laughed bitterly. "So why did you come then, Illussor, if you knew you could not help? Have you played me for a fool this entire time?"

"No," Erich said quietly, and Ingolf listened to him stand, the rustle as he adjusted his clothing. "I just want to help drive back Salhara. I did not know what your true purpose was, until now. If I had known sooner..."

Not wanting to hear it, not really caring about anything except getting away from the crushing disappointment the sword upon the floor represented, Ingolf stalked from the room and bolted down the stairs, then fled out into the swirling white.

It was true their original plan had not included kidnapping the Duke of Korte—they had hoped that the sword itself would reveal its secrets...but if the original owner, he for whom the sword had been made, knew nothing about it...what chance did desperate men generations later stand of uncovering the secrets? Apparently only one person had known, and he had died before sharing that secret. He should have studied his history better, Ingolf thought bitterly. Between his ignorance over Illussor customs, and what little was available about the Betrayer...he was nothing more than a great fool.

But it was too late now to change his course of action. What would the Generals think, if they knew their Kaiser had given up so easily? No, he had sworn to gain them a definite edge over Salhara, even while they protested and ordered him to stay put—he had not defied them only to return a failure. He would do this, and they would drive back Salhara.

He just wished he knew how, instead of always hoping that someday a clear answer would come to him.

At that, he had to concede that wandering around in a snowstorm two steps away from being a proper blizzard would not help him find any answers, and as much as he hated to admit it he was too valuable to be risking his life with something as stupid as the weather. He should go back inside.

Turning around sharply, in what he hoped was the direction of the inn—

He slammed into something and stumbled clumsily back, losing his footing and flailing for balance, succeeding only in taking the wall he had struck down with him.

Buried in the snow, being pressed into it by a veritable mountain, Ingolf felt the very definition of a perfect fool. 

Then the mountain laughed, and Erich's breath was shockingly warm against his cheek, with a hint of something sweet that even the snow and frigid wind could not entirely snatch away. "Found you."

"Indeed," Ingolf replied, shoving futilely for Erich to get off him. They were neither of them small men, and roughly matched in size and strength, but for some reason at that moment, he felt the smaller of them. "Get off me."

Erich obeyed with a grunt, and before Ingolf could fully get his bearings, he reached out and yanked Ingolf to his feet. "This way," Erich said, and not releasing Ingolf's arm, dragged him off into the whirling white.

Ingolf marveled at the sense of direction, all too aware that after storming about in a temper, he had likely lost his bearings and might have indeed lost his stupid damned life to a measly blizzard. Wounded pride and self-recrimination left a foul aftertaste, but he had brought it upon himself.

"Thank yo—" He stopped as cold leather covered his lips, the press of Erich's fingers an unmistakable command to be quiet.

Then he heard them—voices, only snatches of them, just visible from somewhere in the inn, while they still stood just outside it, barely undercover of the overhang covering the main entrance. 

Worse still...

He knew one of those voices. That...that was Pancraz. Speaking Salharan. Ingolf felt as though he were going to be ill. It could not be, it couldn't. Telling himself it was the cold making his hands tremble, he moved closer to the door, gingerly pressing his ear against it to better hear what was going on inside.

As the voice washed over him, he realized it was not a nightmare. No, that would be too easy—it was definitely real. Pancraz was speaking in Salharan, and he spoke it too gods damned well. Pancraz was a traitor, and likely had been all along. Did that mean Sepp was against him, too? But they had been by his side for so long.

Ingolf turned away, barley cutting off a rough snarl of rage. His earlier breakfast tried to rise up, but he fought the urge. How many, he wondered, how many had died because he had been trusting the wrong people? Autumn Prince take him for the fool Kaiser he was proving to be.
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