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CHAPTER ONE
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General Albion Rasendin glanced up wearily as he heard the sound of swift hooves and beheld a scout galloping into the outskirts of their camp.

He forced himself to his feet, seeking the reason for the haste, his heart sinking. This couldn’t, in any way, be good news. They’d been in a forced march since their last diversionary skirmish had failed to throw the Tarlantin army off their trail.

Moments later, Captain Harnly strode towards him after speaking with the scout, his expression grim. No good news, then. As if good news even existed in these times.

“Prince Treynar found us. His army is right on our heels. Ten miles, no more.”

Already the news was out, men hastily packing up what they could before they would flee. As they had so often.

Albion felt cold settle into his bones, into his thoughts. This was enough. It had been enough for a year or more.

It was time for the war to end, the bloodshed to cease. He knew what had to be done.

Captain Harnly must have seen something in his expression because he was shaking his head before Albion could even voice what he planned.

“General... No. You will not. Please...” There was almost panic in his eyes. He took a step closer, a more personal plea in his body language.

Albion put up a hand, his movement only a slow mimicry of his old grace. “I want you to take the men west. Cross the mountains into Zebatere.”

Harnly’s eyes went wide. “They have no love for strangers, my lord. They’ll never allow an armed force of men across their borders.”

“Then give up your weapons if you must. Our men have fought long and hard enough.” He managed a tired smile. “But there is more hope than you know. Zebatere might take you in for my sake. We share bloodlines from the past. Or there are towns far to the south of here just within our borders, too far for Tarlantin to bother with. Those towns could use the protection and will welcome you, no doubt. Start a new life. Don’t come back. Not for anything. Not for me.”

Harnly stood rigid, tears rising in his eyes, protest in every inch of him. But he had been at Albion’s side for eleven years, long before the war. He well knew the futility of urging his commander to saner measures. They were both too versed in reality, in the knowledge that fate held no surety, no mercy. They had seen too many die, watched their country fall beneath the blades of the invaders. Their king was dead, and Albion’s own sword—and soul—was stained with that blood. A kinslayer and a king killer. Yet, it was nothing he could or would regret.

Ever since their king’s death, Albion and his war-ravaged army had been on the run until they were nothing but ragged, grim shadows of themselves.

“Let me stay with you.” The tears were in Harnly’s voice now, a choked rasp that made Albion’s own emotions rise. “I will face our enemies at your side.”

The men nearby had come closer, sensitive as always to their leaders’ actions. There were rising mutters of protest as they began to realize what their commander planned to do.

Albion looked out over their pathetic numbers. So many familiar faces missing, lost along the way. His gaze returned to Captain Harnly.

“No, my friend. Not this time. I need you to take them to safety and see this ended. You are needed.”

“You are needed. You’ve always been needed. You’re the only reason we yet stand—”

“I’m the reason we still battle instead of finding peace elsewhere.” Albion’s voice held no expression. The truth was the truth. It should have come to this long ago. “My name is cursed. Their bloodlust is for the Winter Fox. When I’m gone, they’ll let our people be.”

Albion had held out, unable to believe that his country, his beloved Vasnaq, could fall. That their kingdom would tear itself apart before any enemy even set foot on their land, and the people would be abandoned to their fate.

Yet, it was not the people who their enemies wanted. First, it had been their own cursed king. The very one who had started this damned war. But even after Albion had killed his king, their bloodlust wouldn’t be sated. With the king dead and gone, Tarlantin’s hatred had turned to Albion himself. As heir to the Vasnaq throne, he inherited his uncle’s sins.

It made for a bitter ending to his life, knowing he was hated, knowing that history would not be kind to him. Once, he’d believed that sense would prevail—that once his uncle was dead, then his offer of peace would be welcomed, but it had all fallen apart around him. Foolish, foolish pride and the belief that good could prevail had turned to nothing but ash.

All of that was stripped from him now, leaving only a longing for the end of this hellish existence and a desperate need for the death of others to cease.

“I’ll do this regardless of your wishes.” His words rang with final command, a hint of his former fire. “Don’t make these last moments less than they should be.”

There was a long silence. Albion was conscious of the moments ticking by, of the danger that bore down upon them.

Tears flowed down Captain Harnly’s face, then he snapped a salute, a gesture echoed by the other men.

“It’s been my honor to serve you, General,” Harnly said. “I take your fate with me. The people shall know what you sacrificed.”

Albion merely nodded. He couldn’t help but wonder, in the end, if this was truly sacrifice or merely blessed release.

* * *
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ALBION’S OLD STALLION stood steadily in the middle of the trail, one ear flickering back and forth, no doubt wondering why they were remaining when the rest of the troops had left some time ago.

The black shifted its weight, mouthing at the bit, clearly puzzled at this odd behavior. Albion stroked Luba’s thickly muscled neck, glad that, in these last moments, his most trusted of companions should be with him.

The sun was out today, a blessed relief after the days of rain and chill that had preceded. Spring was here at long last, the months of harsh winter finally drawing to a close. The snows still held thickly in the hills, but here, in the valley, melting had started and the road was clear now, if muddy.

He tilted his face up into the warmth, closing his eyes. It was a hard day to die. It was difficult to believe it had come to this.

The stallion’s ears pricked forward, a warning rumble rising in his throat.

They had come. So silent, so swift. They came as they had four years before, sweeping over Vasnaq with unstoppable force. Their horses lighter, swifter. Deadly and fearless, teeth and hooves eagerly deployed in the thick of battle.

His stallion knew them all too well. Luba arched his neck, pawing at the ground, a challenging scream ringing against the hills that rose steeply to either side.

The column of riders, three abreast and stretching back out of sight along the winding road, drew to an abrupt halt. Albion felt a grim satisfaction that he’d surprised them. They’d not expected this.

Luba shook his head, prancing lightly upon the spot, eager for the fight.

Albion watched the riders shade their eyes, then shout something over their shoulders, their horses milling for a moment.

The confusion cleared swiftly as a rider pressed through, his golden horse, so beautiful and rare, proclaiming his identity. As though his mere presence was not enough, his piercing grey eyes seemed to pin Albion even from the intervening distance.

Albion drew in an even, calculated breath. He knew those eyes. He had met them in happier times and then faced them on the battlefield more than once.

This time, there was no escape, no way out.

This time, he was alone.

The Tarlantin riders drew closer to their prince, hands on weapons. Horseback archers readied their bows, scanning the nearby hills with intense suspicion.

Prince Treynar didn’t look away from Albion. Every line of his body screamed tension. His left hand clenched and released on the hilt of his sheathed sword. He was the epitome of a predator that sensed his prey was at last in range and without the strength to win this final battle.

There was some argument between the prince and his half-brother, his ever-present companion, Draven. They were familiar to Albion, the three of them having met before the war. Now, he faced off with them in a way he had never wanted. He wondered, in a vague, exhausted way, if it was Draven whose tactics had finally broken Albion’s weakened army. The young man had shown a grasp of such things years ago when they had met in Vasnaq. When Draven had been so young, bright, and eager to learn everything—

Albion thrust the unproductive thought aside. That was long ago. Now was a different world, and they were different people.

Yet, it hurt more than expected to see the coldness in Draven’s eyes.

It took a few moments before Prince Treynar gestured with his hand in a definitive, silencing motion. The prince gave heel to his stallion and approached Albion. Draven kept close behind, sword drawn.

Behind them, the archers drew aim upon Albion, steady, deadly in their protection of their beloved prince.

Albion felt a trickle of sweat slide down his back beneath the weight of his armor, an uncomfortable indication that he was not as inured to this moment as he would have liked to believe.

For once, Prince Treynar’s hatred could be a benefit. It was unlikely that he would let any other have the killing stroke. The prince of Tarlantin hated him, personally, with a fury that Albion did not understand. At least that hatred would serve Albion’s final maneuver.

The two stallions rumbled at each other warningly, though both stayed true to their training, steady under the command of their riders.

The prince drew to a halt a prudent distance away, close enough to speak, far enough for the safety of his royal person.

Albion doubted it was by his own choice. Prince Treynar was not noted for prudence, at least not in the time Albion had known him. But as the heir to the Tarlantin throne, he would have pressure to remain in one piece.

Albion couldn’t prevent himself from glancing past the prince and meeting Draven’s brilliant blue eyes again. There was little sign of the young man Albion remembered. Those striking features were drawn with war time experience now, innocence gone, although he gave no sign of the wounds that had nearly stolen his life...how long ago now? The battle of Pirle seemed ages past. Albion mourned that it was his army that had wounded a man he had once considered a friend.

There fell a silence, as though the prince waited for him to speak, but Albion held no desire to begin this dance. This would be Prince Treynar’s success, his moment of triumph. Albion had no strength to play the game any longer. He had not the heart to do anything more than sit in the saddle, patient and resigned, facing his nemesis in these last moments.

Treynar leaned forward, fluid in his youthfulness. His head tilted slightly as he viewed Albion with narrowed, grey eyes. “The Winter Fox has come down from the snow,” Prince Treynar said with a hint of mockery in his caution. “You seem abandoned, old fox. What ruse do you plan now?”

“No ruse, prince.” Albion was proud that his voice sounded strong, unyielding. “Just a surrender that will see this over with.”

Prince Treynar blinked, sitting back, his powerful body rigid with shock. Behind him, Draven drew a harsh gasp of breath, disbelief rife in his expression.

“I find it hard to believe you would just offer yourself up as a sacrifice.” Prince Treynar sneered. “Far too honorable for one such as you. Come, what do you hope to achieve?”

Words had never been Albion’s forte, so he didn’t waste his breath on them. He swung down from the saddle with effort, leaning against Luba for a moment, gathering his strength and his courage before giving the stallion the signal to stay. He stepped away from the final comfort of the animal’s presence, unbuckling his sword with fingers that trembled annoyingly.

He brought the sheathed weapon before him, eyes upon the ornate decorations. The sword had been his father’s, one of the few things he had from a man he’d never known. A pang of sorrow went through him at the thought of its possible destruction at the hands of those who hated him thoroughly, but he gritted his teeth and continued walking forward.

No place to go but forward.

He kept his gaze fixed just past Treynar, not meeting his eyes in these final moments, not wanting to give him even that much victory. Albion was vaguely aware of the sound of the prince’s sword sliding from its sheath, of the leashed readiness of Draven close by, but he forced himself, step by step, closer.

At last, he stopped just beyond the reach of his enemies’ blades. With hard-won courage, he bent his knee. He went to the ground with no grace, having to put out a hand to brace himself in the muddy earth before he could bend the other knee properly. Pain shot through his leg, and he fought to keep it from his expression.

Now he knelt properly, formally, as custom dictated. He unclenched his fingers one by one before laying the sword lovingly upon the wet ground before him, its well cared for sheath glinting in the sun. The sword seemed more a part of him than the damaged leg that throbbed in protest at his position. His fingers slowly drew away, and he carefully laid his hands over his thighs and bowed his head.

There fell a great silence, whether of his own imagination or in truth. His hair, long since gone white, was tangled and wild and fell forward around his face, shielding him from watching eyes.

He wondered vaguely what they saw, these watchers. A man, painfully thin with near starvation, old now at thirty-nine, filthy and ragged, with no sign of who he had been beyond the sword. Albion came to this death as a beggar, far from his former life as heir to Vasnaq’s throne and a crown he had forsaken.

He waited, counting each breath, fighting to keep his body from reacting to the instinct to surge to his feet and wield his blade as he heard the prince dismount and saw finely tooled boots approach him.

This passivity was no part of his character now, unlike the distant past under his uncle’s brutal hand. It was hard to keep the submissive pose. He had thought to die in battle, sword in hand. This particular scenario had never entered his thoughts.

A prick beneath his chin and a blade forced him to look up to meet those cold grey eyes.

He kept his own eyes carefully blank, not willing to reveal any part of his thoughts to the one that now held his fate.

“So this is how it ends? The Winter Fox no more than a beaten dog cowering upon the ground? Your people will be shamed.”

The hard-edged taunt scraped at Albion’s remaining wisps of pride, but he pressed down a response and merely blinked at the younger man.

The blade against his throat shifted, its fine edge leaving a swift sting and the sensation of blood trickling down his neck. He didn’t protest, didn’t speak. He merely waited, musing dimly on what death might feel like. A swift, blessed fading of consciousness, or a primal battle to live, to breathe, his body raging in a last struggle to survive.

Those eerie, almost-colorless eyes pinned him, fury in their depths, the prince’s teeth openly gritted, his body tensed and waiting... for what? What did he expect of Albion? Some protest? Some sign of fear or defiance?

He had no strength for any of that.

Prince Treynar cursed, the sound startling, and then the blade was wrenched away from Albion’s throat. A hand fisted into his tattered shirt, dragging him up with negligent ease and drawing him closer to the prince’s contorted face.

“Fight, damn it! This is not the Fox, not the man I oppose! Fight me!”

He shook Albion like a terrier shakes a rat, madness in his eyes and fury in his grip.

A stallion’s scream rang out from behind them, a sound so familiar to Albion, followed by the sound of thundering hooves. Albion was flung to the ground, gasping, fighting for the air the choking grip had denied him.

Luba suddenly towered over him, rearing, protecting, deadly hooves striking out, his teeth bared. Beautiful, powerful, his old friend.

An arrow shaft pierced the massive chest, bright fletching against the black hide, and Albion made a sound at last, a grief-stricken cry that rang through the hills before the great body toppled upon him and he knew no more.
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CHAPTER TWO


[image: image]


The encampment was alive in a way that made Treynar’s heart sing. The night was lit by so many campfires it was as bright as day. He wandered through with his generals at his heels, the men cheering as he approached each area.

Songs, music, dancing. There was a heady, giddy feeling in the camp so strong that you could almost taste it upon your tongue. Victory. The air held the taste of victory.

While not official, the war was over. The last obstacle, the so-called Winter Fox, General Albion Rasendin, had been captured this day.

All the horrors of the last four years and now...an end.

All around him, the revelry held a manic edge, a hint of disbelief and desperate need that led to ever-greater displays of celebration, joy riding on grief.

The prince nodded to those he knew well, clapped people on the shoulder, and inwardly flinched at the near hero worship that lit their faces, the almost fanatical belief that he had led them here to victory.

The casual confidence he exuded formed a mask, a protection against all the doubts and fears that surged beneath the surface. He couldn’t help but wonder if heroes in the ballads, immortalized in song and verse, had felt the same, as though they were a fraud, a mere shell that dazzled the masses and kept their dark secrets safe.

And dark secrets...he certainly had his share, did he not? His episodes of losing time and seeing things at the edges of his vision were getting worse. He had told no one of this, not even Draven. Trey had been masterful in keeping it hidden. A prince could never afford to show weakness.

“The men are going to be in no shape to march tomorrow,” Bartanian, his father’s general, commented gruffly, although his words held more amusement than admonishment. He was the most experienced of any of them, having served in three major campaigns long before this latest war.

Treynar had relied on him quite heavily. But it was his brother Draven who’d shown a surprising talent for strategy and battlefield tactics—tactics he’d once learned from the Winter Fox himself before the man proved himself a monster. Bartanian and Draven were probably the only two who saw Trey with clear eyes, who held his secrets dear and protected him from his own folly and impulses. The older man now spoke wistfully of retiring to his farm, of laying down his sword for good. Trey couldn’t imagine ever being that peaceful, although sometimes he thought that Draven could. Yet the greater closeness that he and Draven had forged during this entire conflict could never be broken. Draven couldn’t, wouldn’t, leave him for anything at all.

“The men will have no choice but to ride out,” Treynar stated, not unkindly. “We move in the morning. For home.”

General Bartanian nodded, a hint of wonder on his craggy face. “Home. Somehow, I think they’ll find the strength for that.”

A bawdy song cut him off. Trey grinned as it rose in volume, with more and more men joining in. Despite his solemn musings, their infectious enthusiasm dragged him along, and he couldn’t resist adding his voice to theirs. His participation shocked a few but delighted many close by.

The song ended with a huge cheer, fists in the air. Trey laughed, something he’d almost forgotten how to do, and his heart lightened. Instinctively, he turned, wanting to share the moment with Draven.

He searched the crowd of his officers, but Draven was nowhere in sight.

He glanced at Bartanian and frowned. “Where did my brother vanish to?”

The general seemed surprised as he scanned the officers and then the surrounding camp. “I couldn’t say, my prince. He was with us only moments ago.”

Trey told himself it was nothing. He warned himself not to overreact. Draven was safe. The encampment was safe. The war was over.

Still, his heart was pounding faster as he moved away from the campfire with the intent of finding his brother. It was unlike Draven to vanish without very good reason. And Treynar intended to find out what that reason was.

Less than an hour later, Trey’s temper was rising by the minute as he sent out runners to find his wayward brother. He hadn’t been able to find Draven, and he felt panic begin to gnaw at his thoughts. They were never apart, and this abrupt separation, even for so short a time, wore on Treynar’s nerves with anxiety that Draven alone could suppress.

As a bastard of Treynar’s father, King Kartin of Tarlantin, Draven had lived with Trey almost all his life. Technically, his half-brother, Draven, was only three months younger than him. Yet, they were bound by more than blood. They were bound by a sibling friendship deepened by years and experiences, good and bad. Draven was the only one Trey could turn to without reservation, the only person he truly trusted in the tangled web of court politics.

“The lad deserves alone time if he needs it.” Bartanian’s tone held subtle reprimand. “He supports you day in, day out. He needs to find his own ways of coping. Don’t force him to your side, or he’ll resent you in the end.”

Trey growled. “I almost lost him once already during this damned war. I can’t—”

Images flew past in his mind’s eye – Draven falling from his stallion, eyes wide and shocked, a crossbow bolt having pierced a weakness in his armor, just under his arm and into his chest... That blood, the desperation and the fight to keep his brother alive...

A powerful hand grasped his shoulder and shook him lightly. “He’s alive, my prince. Still here, as are the rest of us. Give him space. If you hold on too hard, he’s going to slip away in sheer desperation.”

Treynar nodded, but his lips thinned. The memory of Draven’s pale, bloodied face still haunted him. As did the sheer horror as Trey realized that he could be alone, truly alone, as he had not been since that long-ago meeting when his father had brought him a pale, skinny child and gave him a brother and a best friend.

His father had always claimed Draven was his bastard. He did not doubt his father—why else would he bring Draven to court and the palace? Yet, Draven looked nothing like the king or Trey himself. Draven was slim where they were broad, wiry where they were powerful. Draven had dark hair, pale skin with brilliant blue eyes, whereas Trey’s bloodline was blond and golden-skinned.

Whatever the truth of Draven’s birth or the mystery of his mother, Trey had taken him under his wing and found a companion that never left his side, who followed him unconditionally.

Who loved him in a way that no other did, not even his father.

Half-brother or not, Draven was his.

Treynar had never realized the extent of his need for Draven’s regard, his closeness, his support, until that horrifying day when he almost lost it forever. He knew he’d been overprotective and possessive since then, but he couldn’t shake the fear that his greatest comfort would be taken from him.

That was what made the fact that Draven had slipped away on his own understandable but not acceptable.

One of the messenger boys ran up to him through the group and whispered to Trey, the gist of his words bringing a dark scowl to Trey’s face.

Draven had gone to the one place he shouldn’t be.

With a silent curse, he spun on his heel and stalked to the very center of the camp. The tent here was ringed with heavily armed guards. They bowed their heads upon Trey’s approach before returning their attention to the cleared circle around the large pavilion. No one was allowed close. No one except those within the prince’s inner circle.

Trey managed to retain enough presence of mind to return the guards’ greetings, showing normalcy before moving into the interior of the well-lit pavilion.

Healers bustled here and there, a few crouched over the motionless, scarred, and broken figure lying upon the bloodstained pallet.

Trey hardly had eyes for that. All he saw was Draven, leaning against the center pole, arms crossed over his chest, vivid eyes watching the proceedings with blank countenance and tense jawline.

Draven’s eyes never wavered from Albion, who lay under the healer’s hands, his death a near certainty at this point. Trey gritted his teeth, attempting to understand what it was that had drawn his brother here of all places.

The Winter Fox was dying. They would be well rid of him, although the healers were working under his orders to revive him. It would be a true shame if they couldn’t parade Albion Rasendin before the masses upon their return home. A symbol for the people to realize that the war was truly over, that rebuilding, healing could actually begin—a dream of long standing for so many.

He wound his way through the medical supplies, the bustling healer’s apprentices, and took his place at Draven’s side.

His brother didn’t look up, didn’t acknowledge Trey’s presence, and he felt his temper rising—

“Do you ever wonder what could have been?” Draven’s soft, melodic voice flowed over him and immediately soothed his temper as it often did.

Now Trey tilted his head, confused by the words. He hadn’t managed to reply when Draven continued to talk, his eyes still on the wounded and bloody man on the pallet.

“We were such close allies just four years ago. We visited each other, mingled at various holiday celebrations on both sides of the border. Do you remember that last visit? I trailed around after Albion, pestering him to speak of tactics, always trying to know his mind on military matters.” Draven shook his head, a small, bitter smile curving his lips. “I’d read all his books back to back, soaked in his brilliance.”

Trey’s hands slowly curled into fists. He crossed his arms over his chest to keep himself grounded. He didn’t want to hear these words from Draven, yet he listened because he refused to walk away.

“He was so patient,” Draven continued softly, unaware of Trey’s struggle. “I must have been such a pain in the ass, some bastard without value taking up his time, but he was gentle with me, seemed to actually like passing on his knowledge. It was a wonderful day, and I...” His throat worked as he swallowed on some emotion. “Then that son of bitch uncle of his attacked us. Without provocation, without reason!”

Trey’s temper cooled a little. He put a hand upon Draven’s shoulder and squeezed.

It had only been four years ago that Vasnaq’s king had crossed the border into Tarlantin with an army and kidnapped Trey’s twin sister, Ralna, setting the war in motion. The shock of that betrayal ran deep in all of them, and Trey would never forgive or forget the horrible things done to his sister. But perhaps Draven had held a more personal note, one that Trey disapproved of, that had always ground on his senses.

“They took Ralna.” Draven’s voice broke for the first time, and Trey felt the shock of hearing his sister’s name said aloud. It was uttered so rarely around him now and only in whispers. Remembrance of the news of her capture, of imagining what she was undergoing in captivity, always left him feeling nearly frantic with rage and despair.

He let out a harsh breath, and Draven looked up at him, blue eyes fixing upon his face, sensing as always when Trey was hurting.

“I don’t know if it’s true that Albion participated in Ralna’s kidnapping and rape or what part he played in his uncle’s plans, but it was his tactics that saw this war drag on. I admired him once, perhaps even felt more than that, but... He was part of this, Trey. Probably a very large part as Vasnaq’s crown prince. And now, I don’t know how to feel upon seeing him again. Even after all this, I can’t help wanting him to survive, and I can’t understand that.”

The pain in the words, the confusion, tore at Trey. Draven was always so calm, so quiet and still, that sometimes you forgot he was in the room. Then he would speak, and Trey would feel his brother like a warm summer day, like all the things that brought comfort and happiness. He couldn’t really describe the response, but he knew he needed it like he needed air to breathe.

He’d never liked that Draven admired Albion. It had annoyed him to no end during that long-ago visit to the palace in Vasnaq. Albion Rasendin had been larger than life, a legend among the military of both countries. Draven’s hero worship had grated, especially when Trey himself was noted for his prowess with a blade. This was the first time that he’d heard from Draven that there might have been something more emotional involved, even a friendship all those years ago...and the thought made his blood run cold and then rise hot in his chest.

“I think I could have loved him, given half a chance,” Draven whispered softly, bowing his head, hands curling into fists.

Trey’s vision went red, darkness at the edges. His fingers tightened upon Draven’s shoulder, and he had to force himself to release the pressure as the shorter man flinched. It took all of his willpower to maintain control of himself. He wanted to draw his sword and cut off Albion’s head right then and hold it aloft for Draven to see the man who had betrayed the peace between their nations and nearly destroyed their sister. Why would Draven ever say those horrible words aloud?

But Trey managed to keep himself under control and his hatred of Albion at bay. His sword remained sheathed. Instead, he spoke to his brother without even a tremor of rage in his voice, though his words were sharp, brittle.

“He was not ever the man you believed, Draven. He proved himself false, a traitor to the peace between our countries. In the end, he sided with his uncle, the king, and they brought a brutal war upon our people. Remember that. And remember how our sister suffered.”

The harshness of his tone echoed in the tent, and several people glanced at them, trepidation in their eyes. Trey had a reputation for his inability to control anger at times, especially when it came to what had happened to Ralna.

He grasped Draven’s arm and turned to pull him out of the pavilion. “Come. Let them work, brother.”

Draven submitted to his force, and they left in tense silence. The silence lasted until they moved past the guards.

“Don’t return to that damned tent,” Trey snarled, now that they held a modicum of privacy. Apparently, he needed to drive this point home with his brother. “That bastard’s not worthy of your admiration. He betrayed generations of friendship between our kingdoms.”

“I damn well know that!” Draven spat, incensed in a way that he rarely showed. He was far more likely to pull his anger within, become silent and dark, rather than spew his emotions as Trey did. They were such opposites in that, as in so many things, they complimented each other so well. “I’m not saying I admire him now! I just wish things could have been...”

Draven turned his face away. Trey was shocked to see a single tear run down his cheek, glistening in the light of the nearest torch.

His brother never wept. Never. It was as though he couldn’t. All through the war, no matter what they endured, what they saw or experienced, Draven kept a stoic mien that brought admiration from Trey’s officers and a respect they had never shown him before the war.

To see him overcome now—and over that Albion bastard—was too much.

Trey was the one who would see his brother through this mental crisis, would support him and show him that whatever Draven had felt for the man, it had been an illusion. Never anything real. At all.

He put a hand around Draven’s nape and pulled him close, hugging him, enfolding him. “Come, brother. I think a round of drinks is due. After all, we won. We won. All else is in the past.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Draven woke with a groan, grimacing as his head pounded. Damn Trey for suggesting a little alcohol would do wonders for dark thoughts and damaging memories. His body was cursing his foolishness in submitting to the persuasions.

He raised his head slightly from where he was cocooned in his blankets on his camp cot and blurrily viewed the rest of the military tent that he and Trey shared.

Trey was nowhere to be seen, the hardy bastard. Drink never seemed to affect him, perhaps because of his constant need for movement, his never-ending hyper-alertness. It had served them well during the war, but sometimes it was wearing on Draven, who was much more laidback and found the mornings hard to take.

He listened to the commotion outside the tent and heard the familiar sounds of the army breaking camp and preparing to leave.

They were leaving, and this time, they were heading in a new direction.

Home.

He rubbed a hand over his face, still trying to assimilate the fact that in a week or so of extended marching, they would arrive back in the capital if the gods were kind. Back where they had left so long ago. Four damn years ago to be exact.

Trey had been so excited last night, so eager to return. Draven was not nearly as keen as his half-brother. Before the war, his place in the palace had been a thing of tension.

He’d had no title, no bloodline to protect him. Was he the king’s son? Who was his mother, and why did Draven look nothing like King Kartin or Treynar and Ralna? No one seemed to know the truth of it, and certainly, the king had never shown the least interest in him. The king had simply returned to the palace from a trip long ago with a child in tow and had given Draven to Trey.

Given him, as though he were a puppy. An animal.

People viewed that fact and assumed he had no worth. The politics of court ensured that he was scorned whenever he wasn’t outright ignored. He had no surname. He was the king’s bastard son, but that only made things worse. He had no noble family to back him and make him valuable to others. Except, perhaps, for the fact that Treynar, their crown prince, seemed to hold him in esteem.

An esteem and caring that once had been somewhat lax, depending on the day and Trey’s mercurial interests. That, at least, had led to Draven having a certain amount of freedom at the palace. That freedom, rare though it had been, had come to a complete halt when they’d left to gather the army to free Miruma from the Vasnaq forces occupying it. His freedom had ended for good after Draven had nearly been killed in battle. Since then, the prince always needed to have Draven near or know where he was at all times.

Yet, Draven would not have given up his place at Trey’s side during this war for anything. He was grateful for the training that his prince had insisted on over their childhood years. That training had earned him a place at Trey’s side, allowed him to contribute to the protection of their kingdom.

Certainly, there were many in court who frowned upon the way Draven had been allowed the same martial tutors as Trey himself. Trey had always brushed it off as envy and told naysayers that the training was meant for Draven to be the best bodyguard possible for the prince. Draven still wasn’t sure if he liked the moniker of “royal bodyguard” or not, but he’d enjoyed the swordsmanship and found he had a flair for it. Much like his one-time idol...

He pushed the covers away and sat up with an effort, pushing back tousled hair.

The fact that Albion himself was in the same camp dredged up all sorts of emotions that Draven had thought long since destroyed. Emotions that he’d foolishly brought up in front of Trey.

His prince had been angry. That had been clear enough. And Trey had every right to feel that way. The Winter Fox was hated by all.

Yet, as Draven had stood there, watching as this older, broken version of the man he remembered fought for life, Draven had been unable to rouse hatred for his enemy.

What in the name of the gods was wrong with him? He’d seen the results of Albion’s tactics against their own troops, seen the death and destruction. Damn near died for it early in the war and had the scars to prove it. Yet...none of this felt right. The hatred just wouldn’t come. It was as if some instinct whispered that there was a terrible mistake somewhere and that Albion couldn’t have done what he was accused of.

Draven growled in disgust. He was such a fool.

Finally, he bowed his head in frustration. Those thoughts no longer mattered. They were going home. He should focus on that, should feel relief instead of worry.

But worry wouldn’t leave him. He had the sinking feeling that all his hard-won respect within the army would be lost the moment he set foot back within the palace. He’d been used to that treatment in the past. Yet now he’d experienced something different. He wasn’t sure he could return to his weary acceptance of his place at court, the king’s bastard at the bottom rung of the ladder.

Not only that, but it remained to be seen how his half-brother was going to handle the return to the palace. If Trey’s current obsession over Draven’s welfare continued at this rate, Draven was going to snap. The constant hovering was perhaps explainable given the circumstances of Draven’s brush with death, but he couldn’t endure much more of the suffocating pressure of practically being chained to his brother’s side.

The sound of laughter shook him out of the fog of his thoughts. A second later, Trey swept into the tent, fully armored and ready for the day, looking disgustingly awake and brimming with plenty of energy.

Draven glowered at him, at least until Trey offered him a mug of coffee, a small miracle when they would be taking the field kitchens down for the move. He might actually consider forgiving his brother for looking so damned chipper when Draven was being murdered by a hangover.

He clutched the precious mug close, not even snarling as Trey tousled his hair and said

“Up!” with entirely too much volume.

Draven managed to fight his way clear of the covers, and immediately, people appeared, sweeping the still-warm blankets away and beginning to fold the cot. He mourned the fact he had to put the coffee down while Trey threw clothing at him.

He was dressed in record time. Trey chivied him out of the tent, and Draven was once more clutching the mug of coffee to his chest with protective instincts.

General Bartanian stood close by. The small curl of his lips indicated unseemly amusement at Draven’s predicament as he stood among soldiers bustling around him, taking down the pavilion. At last, in obvious realization of Draven’s less-than-clear mental state, the older man stepped forward and began to help him into his armor. Draven was little aid at all, a stark contrast to his usual efficiency at any other hour. Several of the officers sported small grins as they watched.

Draven looked away, in no mood for teasing. On any other day, he would have snarked back, but today was different. Today he would be returning to the past, with no idea how that would play out. He was feeling too raw to face anyone at the moment. He even flinched away when Trey came to help Bartanian with Draven’s armor.

He felt as much as saw Trey’s instant response to Draven’s movement, the moment of stillness before his hand came to lay on Draven’s shoulder and squeeze. Hard. Telling him to get a hold of himself in front of the army.

His brother was right. Draven was usually so much better at keeping his emotions under control and his face inscrutable. Of staying calm and collected, his blood cool even as his brother’s blood ran hot.

He gulped the last of the coffee and dutifully handed the mug to a nearby soldier who whisked it away.

Fortified and now fully armored, he fought to retain the masks that had become second nature. His brother eyed him closely, then nodded, turning away to the officers and starting to give orders for how the day of marching would proceed.

As usual, Draven stood at his right shoulder, silent and attentive—but this day, his demeanor held something a little stiff, a little less compliant.

He didn’t believe Trey noticed the difference.

* * *
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THE MARCH THAT DAY was long, but the troops sang as they strode along the dusty road, their voices swelling into the forests along the way and startling birds into flight.

The war was over. Trey couldn’t quite wrap his mind around that fact. It had seemed a dream for so long, a dream that they fought for, died for.

The ending was so abrupt. So unreal.

The capture of one man had brought this about. It seemed impossible that such a thing could stop a war in its tracks, but it had done so. For so long they had sought Albion, but he was like a wisp of smoke, he and his men fading into the forests of Vasnaq they knew so well. Appearing somewhere else to attack, then disappearing once more.

Especially in the winter. They had become invisible then, geared in white clothing, seeming inured to the cold as Trey’s army was not. Their speed, their cunning, all led to Albion being named the Winter Fox. It was not a compliment. Foxes were not well-liked in Tarlantin and were killed where possible. They were too smart for their own good and would steal onto your land and murder your fowl and retreat in the night. A fitting analogy for Albion himself. His own cunning and abilities made him the most hated target. But as time went by, Treynar’s army had whittled down Albion’s elite forces until they were more often on the run than on the attack.

That Albion had given himself up still annoyed Trey in some fashion he didn’t really understand. He’d wanted to face the man, pit his strength, his martial skills against him. To have the Winter Fox kneel before him in subjugation, in defeat. To have Albion offer his surrender so easily was not the glorious triumph that Trey had envisioned.

This was a broken man, not the Winter Fox he had longed to meet. To defeat. This manner of victory left a gnawing in his chest, a sense of something left undone.

He glanced to his right, to where Draven rode his grey stallion with easy grace, his expression blank and somewhat cold. He’d not been himself all this day, and Trey felt it keenly.

It all circled back to Albion.

He wondered grimly if he should simply order the healers to let the bastard die. It would solve so many problems, especially in Draven’s case. However, he also wanted to give his father the satisfaction of seeing their kingdom’s last remaining enemy brought before the populace, the symbol of victory, triumph, and the end of the war.

He needed Draven back to himself, though, back to what Trey was used to. That meant distracting him with something that had nothing to do with the Winter Fox in chains and lying broken in a wagon. “What’s the first thing you want to eat when we get back?”
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